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The writings of Ibn Khaldin, particularly the Mugaddimah 
(Prolegomenon), have rightly been regarded as being sociological in nature. 
For this reason, Ibn Khaldtin has been widely regarded as the founder of 
sociology, or at least a precursor of modern sociology. While he was given 
this recognition, however, few works went beyond proclaiming him as a 
founder or precursor to the systematic application of his theoretical 
perspective to specific historical and contemporary aspects of Muslim 
societies in North Africa and the Middle East. The continuing presence of 
Eurocentrism in the social sciences has not helped in this regard: it often 
stands in the way of the consideration of non-Western sources of theories 
and concepts. 

This book provides an overview of Ibn Khaldun and his sociology, 
discusses reasons for his marginality, and suggests ways to bring Ibn 
Khaldtin into the mainstream through the systematic application of his 
theory. It moves beyond works that simply state that Ibn Khaldtin was a 
founder of sociology or provide descriptive accounts of his works. Instead it 
systematically applies Ibn Khaldiin’s theoretical perspective to specific 
historical aspects of Muslim societies in North Africa and the Middle East, 
successfully integrating concepts and frameworks from Khaldtinian 
sociology into modern social science theories. Applying Ibn Khaldiun will 
be of interest to students and scholars of sociology and social theory. 


Syed Farid Alatas is Head of the Department of Malay Studies and 
Associate Professor of Sociology at the National University of Singapore. 
His books include Democracy and Authoritarianism: The Rise of the Post- 
Colonial State in Indonesia and Malaysia (Macmillan, 1997), Alternative 
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and [bn Khaldun (Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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Preface 


Ibn Khaldtn is a scholar about whom so much has been written but whose 
perspective has also been greatly neglected. This book is a contribution to 
the application of Khaldiinian theory to specific historical cases. It is in the 
area of application that Ibn Khaldtin has remained, for the most part, 
marginal. 

My interest in Ibn Khaldtin started during my late teens as a result of 
listening to my father, the late Professor Syed Hussein Alatas, speak about 
this North African scholar as an original thinker and founder of what in the 
modern period came to be known as sociology. My father also made 
frequent references to Ibn Khaldtn in his various writings and the name 
was etched in my mind as a result. When I was studying at university I 
developed a greater interest in Ibn Khaldiin. This resulted in several term 
papers as well as a few journal article publications towards the end of my 
graduate career. By that time, I had already realized that while there were 
many publications, symposia and discussions on Ibn Khaldiin, research in 
one particular area was lacking. There was no school of Khaldinian 
sociology or social science to speak of. While it would be possible to refer 
to countless numbers of social scientists who have adopted the theoretical 
perspectives of Marx, Weber or Durkheim and developed schools of 
thought and traditions after these founding fathers, the same cannot be said 
in reference to Ibn Khaldun. I finally came to the conclusion that it was 
necessary to go beyond claiming that Ibn Khaldtin was a precursor of the 
modern social sciences, a founder of sociology, or an Orientalist tool used 
to justify colonialism. There were sufficient empirical materials from West 
Asian and North African history that could be used to test Ibn Khalditin’s 


theory of the rise and decline of states. This book, then, is an attempt to 
systematically apply Ibn Khaldiin’s theory to specific historical and 
contemporary empirical cases. 

I have used some material from previously published papers on Ibn 
Khaldtin, although most of this book consists of new material. The 
following papers have been used as sources in this book: “The Historical 
Sociology of Muslim Societies: Khaldtnian Application”, /nternational 
Sociology, 22, May 2007; “Ibn Khaldin and the Ottoman Modes of 
Production”, Arab Historical Review for Ottoman Studies, 1(2), 1990; “A 
Khaldtnian Perspective on the Dynamics of Asiatic Societies”, 
Comparative Civilizations Review, 29, 1993; and “Ibn Khaldtin and 
Contemporary Sociology”, International Sociology, 21, November 2006. 

Various individuals and institutions were extremely helpful to me during 
various stages of my research and writing on Ibn Khaldiin. I would like to 
thank the Volkswagen Foundation for a grant that allowed me to travel to 
Egypt and Tunisia between 1996 and 1999 to meet scholars and use the 
libraries there. In connection with this, I must express my gratitude to the 
late Professor Joachim Matthes, who introduced me to the Volkswagen 
Foundation and was extremely supportive of my application for a grant 
from them. I would also like to thank Professor Mahmoud Dhaouadi, who 
was a gracious host to me when I was in Tunis and with whom I had many 
discussions about the sociology of Ibn Khaldiin. I would also like to thank 
Professor Mohamed Talbi for having kindly met me and given me advice 
regarding my research. I must also thank the White Fathers, or Peres 
Blancs, of Tunis, who gave me access to their specialist library from where 
I obtained many useful papers about Ibn Khaldiin, many of which are cited 
in this book. In Egypt it was Professor Mona Abaza of the Amercian 
University in Cairo who gave me a place to stay while I was making use of 
the library of the AUC and meeting some scholars based in Cairo. I also 
wish to thank Professor Saad Eddin Ibrahim, former president of the Ibn 
Khaldiin Center for Development Studies, with which I was affiliated while 
doing fieldwork in Cairo. 

Another country to which I travelled frequently and obtained much 
material on Ibn Khaldiin is Turkey. Professor Recep Sentirk of the Center 
for Islamic Studies (SAM), Istanbul, was very kind to host me on several 
occasions. Recep had also organized symposia on Ibn Khaldutn in Istanbul. 
The first took place in 2006, where I suggested that an organization devoted 


to promoting studies on Ibn Khaldin be established. This was followed up 
by Professor Sentiirk, who established the International Ibn Khaldtin 
Society with a view to convening a meeting on Ibn Khaldtin every three 
years in Istanbul. Another Turk who was very helpful was Professor S. 
Tufan Buzpinar, who was kind and patient enough to translate passages on 
Ibn Khaldin from his own Turkish language publications. I should also 
express heartfelt gratitude to Professor Mehmet Ipsirli of Fatih University, 
Istanbul, for having introduced me to the research files of the Islém 
Ansiklopedisi (Encyclopaedia of Islam) project of ISAM. Finally, I must 
thank staff at the library of the Institute of Political and International 
Studies (PIS), Tehran, who provided me with a number of Persian sources 
concerning Ibn Khaldin. 

In Singapore, the library staff at the Central Library of the National 
University of Singapore were, as always, extremely kind, helpful and 
efficient when it came to obtaining materials via inter-library loan or 
document delivery. Thanks must also go to two of my research assistants 
from the Department of Malay Studies at NUS, that is, Ms Sharifah 
Husainah and Ms Nurul Fadiah Bte Johari, who helped me with some 
library work. Thanks are also due to Mr Syafiq Borhannuddin from the 
Centre for Advanced Studies on Islam, Science and Civilization (CASIS) at 
the Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, who assisted me in obtaining some 
works on Ibn Khaldiin from Malaysian libraries. 

No amount of words is sufficient when it comes to thanking my family 
members for the love and warmth that they provide. My mother, S. Zaharah 
Alatas and Babsy at our home in Kuala Lumpur continue to give me much 
support in my intellectual and other pursuits. My wife Mojgan Shavarebi, 
and children Syed Imad Alatas, Sharifah Afra Alatas and Syed Ubaydillah 
Alatas always provide the peace and tranquillity needed to concentrate. My 
father, the late Syed Hussein Alatas, was the reason that I took Ibn Khaldin 
seriously and it is to him that this book is dedicated. 


Introduction 


Ibn Khaldin as a sociologist 


The basic argument of this book is that there is a modern sociology to be 
reconstructed from the writings of ‘Abd al-Rahmaan ibn Khaldiin that would 
have much relevance to the study of history and contemporary society, but 
that this reconstruction and application has generally not taken place 
because of the relative neglect of Ibn Khaldin as a theorist. 

One of the most conspicuous features of Orientalism, a persistent feature 
that has survived for centuries, is the neglect of the theoretical authority of 
so-called Oriental thinkers. Although the critique of Orientalism and related 
problems such as Eurocentrism in the social sciences and humanities has 
been around since at least the latter part of the nineteenth century,! the 
serious consideration of the thought of seminal non-Western thinkers as 
sources of theories and concepts that are applicable to historical and 
empirical data is largely absent. The task of studying alternatives to 
Orientalist constructions is the logical result of the critique of Orientalism 
but has, with a few exceptions, not been undertaken. This is particularly 
true of the fields of Islamic, Middle Eastern and North African studies. The 
present study focuses on the historical sociology of a thinker whose 
theoretical authority over his subject matter and potential relevance to times 
and places beyond his own have been largely neglected. 

Why should a social thinker like Ibn Khaldtin be excluded from the 
serious study of the history of sociology, sociological theory or historical 
sociology? A quick review of contemporary histories of social thought and 
social theory will reveal that very little attention is given to non-Western 
precursors of sociology or non-Western social thinkers who were 


contemporaneous with the European founders of the discipline. Nineteenth- 
and early-twentieth-century Western sociologists, on the other hand, were 
more aware of the role of non-Western thought in the development of 
Western sociology as a discipline. This interest will be found to have waned 
in most of the twentieth century up till today. 

The nineteenth century European founders of sociology such as Marx, 
Weber and Durkheim had such an impact on the development of sociology 
and the other social sciences that many theories and models derived from 
their works were applied to areas outside of Europe: that is, to the non- 
Western world. The same attitude was not applied to non-Western social 
thinkers. Without suggesting that European or Western ideas have no 
relevance to non-European realities, this chapter suggests that multicultural 
sources of sociological thought and theory should be considered. 

The study of the rise and decline of states, of dynastic succession and the 
role of religion in the Muslim East and West (al-mashrigq and al-maghrib), 
have yet to benefit from a systematic application of the theory of Ibn 
Khaldin. The chief reason for this is that Ibn Khaldiin has always been at 
the margins of the modern social sciences and, at most, regarded as a 
precursor of modern sociology, but not a sociologist in his own right. 
Consequently, his work on history and his elaboration of the science of 
society (‘ilm al-‘umran), deemed by him as a prerequisite for the study of 
history, has rarely been seriously considered as a basis for a modern 
Khalditnian sociology. 

Ibn Khaldin died 600 years ago, but his ideas have endured. 
Nevertheless, there is a way in which he has been appropriated, resulting in 
his somewhat marginal status in contemporary sociology. 

What is being said here with regard to the state of Ibn Khaldiin studies in 
the West holds equally true for the Arab and Muslim worlds. Since the 
education systems in the Muslim world are mirror images of those in the 
West, it follows that the problems of Eurocentrism are defining features of 
the social sciences there as well, with the added dimension that in the 
Muslim world Eurocentrism implies alienation from the Muslim tradition of 
scholarship. An examination of sociological theory syllabi in many Muslim 
countries illustrates just this point. I have seen course outlines for 
introductory and advanced courses on classical social thought and social 
theory in universities in Egypt, Jordan, Yemen, Bangladesh, Indonesia and 


Malaysia and have found this alienation to be a persistent theme.” There is a 


remarkable lack of diversity across these countries as far as the teaching of 
sociological theory is concerned. There is an overwhelming emphasis, often 
exclusive attention, to nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century European 
and North American male theorists such as Marx, Weber and Durkheim. 
This is as if to say that there was an absence of European and American 
women, or Asian, African and Latin American men and women, who 
theorized about the state of society during the same period. 

The bulk of research and writing on Ibn Khaldtin consists of (1) 
biographical details of his life; (2) descriptive restatements of his general 
theory of state formation or discussions on specific concepts contained in 
his work; (3) comparisons between his theory and that of the founders of 
modern Western social science; (4) references to his historical narrative of 
North Africa (al-maghrib) as a source of historical data and information on 
the region; and (5) analyses of the methodological foundations of his 
writings. There has been very little by way of theoretical applications of Ibn 
Khaldtin’s theory of state formation to empirical historical situations. This 
is partly due to the continuing presence of Eurocentrism in the social 
sciences that stands in the way of the consideration of non-European (for 
European read also American) sources of theories and concepts. This is, in 
fact, the manner in which Ibn Khalditin’s thought is marginal to the modern 
social science. While he is well known and often referred in those areas of 
study to which he is relevant, there is a profound indifference or neglect of 
the theoretical applicability of his ideas. 

This book provides an overview of Ibn Khaldiin and his sociology, 
discusses reasons for his marginality, and suggests ways to bring Ibn 
Khaldtin into the mainstream through the systematic application of his 
theory. The point is to move beyond works that simply state that Ibn 
Khaldin was a founder of sociology or provide descriptive accounts of his 
works. By Khaldtnian sociology I am referring to theoretical applications 
that include the integration of concepts and frameworks from Khaldtnian 
into modern social science theories. 


The life of Ibn Khaldtin 


‘Abd al-Rahman bin Muhammad bin Muhammad bin al-Hassan bin 
Muhammad bin Jabir bin Muhammad ibn Ibrahim bin ‘Abd al-Rahman bin 
Khaldtin (732-808 AH/1332—1406 AD) is probably the most well known 


among Muslim scholars both in the Muslim world and the West as far as the 
social sciences are concerned. Much is known about Ibn Khaldin’s life 
because of his autobiography, which accounts for his life up to the year 
1405, about a year before he died. Born in Tunis into the house of Khaldin 
(Bani Khaldiin), he traces his descent to an Arab tribe from the South 
Arabian region of the Hadramawt. His ancestors had settled in Seville, 
Andalusia, in the early period of the Arab conquest of the Iberian Peninsula. 
They left Andalusia for the Maghrib (North Africa) after the Reconquista, 
settling in Tunis in the seventh/thirteenth century.> One of the more 
prominent of Ibn Khaldiin’s ancestors was one Kurayb who is said to have 
revolted against the Umayyads towards the end of the ninth century and 
established a quasi-independent state in Seville.* It is known that the Bani 
Khaldtn played an important role in the political leadership of Seville. 

Khaldtin bin ‘Uthman established himself in Carmona, Andalusia with a 
small group of Hadramis where the family was founded. Two sons of 
Khaldiin, Kurayb and Khalid, were active participants in successful revolts 
against the Umayyad rulers in Seville towards the end of the third/ninth— 
tenth century.° By this time, the house of Khaldiin had established itself as 
an eminent family of politicians and men of knowledge. Kurayb was 
eventually killed but the Khaldtins remained in Seville during the entire 
Umayyad period, gaining prominence once again after the conquest of 
Seville by Ka‘b ibn ‘Abbad, when they were given ministerial and other 
high posts in the latter half of the fifth/eleventh century. During this period, 
Ibn ‘Abbad entered into an alliance with the Almoravid (1053-1147) ruler 
of North Africa, Yusuf ibn Tashfin, and together they defeated Alfonso VI, 
king of Castille (479 AH/1086 AD).° 

Almoravid rule over Andalusia gave way to that of the Almohads (1147— 
1275), where the Bantu Khaldiin continued to enjoy authority under the rule 
of Abt Hafs, chief of the Hintata tribe, who became the ruler of Seville and 
western Andalusia.’ As Almohad power began to decline and its territories 
fell gradually into the hands of the king of Castille, Abii Zakariyya, the 
grandson of Abi Hafs, emigrated to Tunis (Ifriqiya) in 620 AH/1202 AD, 
of which he declared himself an independent ruler. During the same time 
Bani Khaldin left Seville, fearing Christian encroachment on the city, and 
settled in Ceuta, off the North African coast, which was under Hafsid rule.® 
Then, the fourth grandfather of Ibn Khaldiin, al-Hasan bin Muhammad, 


joined Abu Zakariyya’ in Bona (in present-day Algeria), enjoying his 
protection and patronage. Abi Zakariyya’ died in Bona in 647 AH/1247 
AD and was succeeded by his son al-Mustansir Muhammad, who was in 
turn succeeded by his son, Yahya in 675 AH/1277 AD. The throne was 
eventually seized by the brother of Al-Mustansir, Abt Ishaq, who appointed 
Abt Bakr Muhammad, Ibn Khaldin’s great-grandfather, Director of 
Finances (‘amal al-ashghal). Later on, Sultan Abt Ishaq named 
Muhammad, the historian’s grandfather, Chamberlain to the Crown Prince, 
Abi Faris.” 

At this time, the authority of the Hafsids began to weaken and a 
pretender to the throne, Ibn abi ‘Imarah, seized power, murdered Abi Bakr 
ibn Khaldtn and confiscated his wealth. Ibn Khaldun’s grandfather, 
Muhammad, remained at the Hafsid court until Tunis was taken by Abi 
Yahya ibn al-Lihyani, during which time Muhammad was appointed 
chamberlain for a while. He died in 737 AH/1337 AD.!° This Khaldinian 
predilection for office continued in the family after they had left Anadalusia 
for North Africa. They settled in Tunis, where Ibn Khaldtin was born. 

Ibn Khalditin’s life is usually divided by historians into three periods. The 
first, of 20 years, was that of his childhood, youth and education. Ibn 
Khaldtin then spent the following 23 years continuing his studies and 
working for various rulers. He spent the third period of 31 years as a 
scholar, teacher and magistrate. !! 

Born in the month of Ramadan in the year 732 AH/1332 AD, Ibn 
Khaldtin studied the various Islamic sciences such as Qur’anic recitation 
and its styles, Qur’anic orthography, Malikite jurisprudence, the hadith or 
traditions of the Prophet, and poetry. He studied under several well-known 
scholars and also received the ijazah or permission to transmit teachings in 
language and law from Shams al-Din abi ‘Abdallah Muhammad bin Jabir 
bin Sultan al-Qaysi al-Wadiyashi, the greatest hadith authority of Tunis.!? 
The Marinids’ hold over Tunis under Abu al-Hasan and his son, Abt ‘Inan, 
was precarious and intermittent and ended a decade later when the Hafsids 
regained power. While this would have seemed to be a period of political 
instability, Ibn Khaldtn gained in terms of his education because of the 
availability of great scholars who accompanied Abi al-Hasan to Tunis as 
part of his retinue. During the second period of his life, Ibn Khaldtn was 
involved in a great deal of political adventure and intrigue. 


During the reign of the Hafsids, Ibn Khaldtin was appointed to the post of 
Master of the Signature (Sahib al-‘Alamah) by the powerful chamberlain, 
Abt Muhammad ibn Tafragin. Ibn Khaldtin was not happy in this position 
as he missed his intellectual pursuits under the various masters that he had 
studied with previously, many of whom had left Tunis or died during the 
Great Plague in 748 AH/1348 AD, which took Ibn Khaldtin’s parents as 
well.!? 

Ibn Khaldtin had to wait for an opportune moment to abscond from the 
despot Ibn Tafragin. This moment came in 753 AH/1352 AD. The ruler of 
Constantine, Abt Zayd, grandson of Sultan Abi Yahya, amassed his troops 
and marched on Tunis. He was met by Ibn Tafragin and his forces, 
accompanied by the young and newly appointed Master of the Signature. 
Ibn Khaldtin managed to steal away from the Tunisian camp and slowly 
travelled to the west, seeking refuge and help along the way. In Tlemcen he 
met up with Sultan Abu ‘Inan, who warmly welcomed him and in Batha’ 
was given a reception such as he had never seen by the Chamberlain Ibn abi 
‘Amr, whom he then accompanied to Bougie to witness and participate in 
the conquest of that city. Ibn Khaldtin stayed in Bougie until the end of 754 
AH/1353 AD.'4 

Upon his return to Fez, Sultan Abu ‘Inan began to assemble men of 
learning, during which time, Ibn Khaldiin says, his name was mentioned in 
the course of the selection of scholars for participation in discussions and 
consultation. He was eventually appointed to the scientific council of the 
sultan in 755 AH/1354 AD.!° This gave Ibn Khaldiin the opportunity to 
meet with scholars from the Maghrib and Andalusia who visited the court 
of Fez, many of whom are listed by Ibn Khaldtin and include various well- 
known personalities. There was the master Muhammad bin al-Saffar, 
originally from Marrakesh and the foremost authority of his time on the 
Qur’an. There was also the grand cadi (gddi) of Fez, Muhummad al- 
Magqgari from Tlemcen, and the scholar of the intellectual and rational 
sciences, Muhammad bin Ahmad al-Sharif al-Hasani, also known as 
al-‘Alawi.!° 

Whenever a situation was unfavourable to him, Ibn Khaldtin would try to 
leave. For example, he wished to leave Fez and return to Tunis. The ruler of 
Fez was reluctant to let him go for fear that he may collude with his enemy, 
the ruler of Tlemcen. Ibn Khalditin was eventually allowed to leave on 
condition that he did not go to Tlemcen. He chose to go to Andalusia where 


he entered into the service of the ruler of Granada, Sultan Muhammad. 
There Ibn Khaldtin met with the famous vizier and renowned writer and 
poet, Ibn al-Khatib.!” 

When Ibn Khaldin fell out of favour with Sultan Muhammad, he moved 
to Bougie in North Africa in the middle of 766 AH/1365 AD, where he was 
appointed Chamberlain (wildyat al-hijabah). His duty was to manage the 
affairs of the state and the relations between the sultan and his subjects.!® 
Ibn Khaldtn reports that he was extremely well received with much pomp 
and ceremony. He was met by a procession and the inhabitants of Bougie 
rushed to touch his robe and kiss his hands. He found it to be a memorable 
day indeed. Ibn Khaldiin says that he deployed all his effort at managing the 
affairs of the ruler. In addition to his duties as Chamberlain, he was also put 
in charge of the Friday sermon at the mosque of the citadel.!° 

As happened before, after a while things did not proceed smoothly. 
Antagonism developed between Muhammad and his cousin, Sultan Abu 
al-‘Abbas, the ruler of Constantine. The sultan had set his sights on the 
conquest of Bougie, which he marched on in 767 AH/1366 AD and 
defeated and killed Muhammad. Some of the inhabitants of the city asked 
Ibn Khaldtn to take power and proclaim one of the sons of Muhammad as 
ruler. He refused and instead handed over Bougie to Abii al-‘Abbas, who 
continued to have Ibn Khaldin serve in his former position.”° 

Such was the life of Ibn Khaldiin until he finally decided to withdraw to a 
life of scholarship. This took place in the isolated fort, the Qal‘at Ibn 
Salamah in Algeria. It is here that the third period of Ibn Khalditn’s life 
begins. Ibn Khaldin held posts in many of the courts of the Maghrib and 
Andalusia. Ibn Khaldtn lived during the period of the political 
fragmentation and cultural decline of the Arab Muslim world. The picture 
of chaos and disintegration that Ibn Khaldtin grew up with must have 
influenced the development of his thought. The uncertainties of politics and 
the lure of scholarship, as well as a number of unsuccessful stints in office, 
finally led to his withdrawing into seclusion to write his introduction to the 
study of history. The previous period of politics and intrigues had given 
way to reflection on the meaning and pattern of history. The result of four 
years of isolation was the Muqaddimah or Prolegomenon to his larger work 
on the history of the Arabs and Berbers. This was completed in 1378 and 
introduces what he believed to be a new science that resembles what is now 


called sociology. He says, “I completed its introduction following that 
unusual method (al-nahw al-gharib) I was guided to by that retreat.””! 

Ibn Khaldtin began to be celebrated as the author of the Mugaddimah. 
One of Ibn Khaldiin’s biographers, Mahasin ibn Taghribirdi, tells us that Ibn 
Khaldin lectured at the Grand Mosque of al-Azhar.** Another biographer, 
al-Sakhawi, relates that the people of Cairo received him with honour and 
spent much time with him.” He lectured on the hidith and jurisprudence 
and also on topics that the Mugaddimah was concerned with. This was 
related, among others, by the historian Taqi al-Din al-Magqrizi who had 
attended Ibn Khaldiin’s lectures when he was a young man?* 
possibly his follower as well.” 

Ibn Khaldtin was in Egypt during Timur’s invasion of Syria. He became a 
reluctant member of an Egyptian expedition that aimed to repel the Tartar’s 
forces. When the fighting between the two sides resulted in a stalemate, Ibn 
Khaldtin decided to attempt to seek a way out by meeting Timur. Ibn 
Khaldtin’s audience with Timur consisted of a long conversation between 
the two. Timur was reportedly curious about the history of North Africa.7° 
According to Fischel, an account of the meeting between Timur and Ibn 
Khaldtn by the biographer of Timur, Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn 
‘Arabshah, suggests that it was unlikely that Timur had heard of Ibn 
Khaldin. Timur knew about Ibn Khaldtin only when he appeared before 
him. Timur had apparently remarked to the other Egyptians present, “This 
man [Ibn Khaldtn] is not from your country”, something Timur gathered 
from Ibn Khaldiin’s dress.*’ Despite having just become acquainted with 
Ibn Khaldiin’s work, Timur was evidently impressed enough by the latter’s 
knowledge to ask him to compose a work on North African history for 
him.?® Talbi speculates on an interesting idea that Ibn Khaldiin may have 
considered Timur as “‘the man of the century’ who possessed enough 
‘asabiyyah to unite the Muslim world and change the direction of 
history”.?? 

It is possible that Ibn Khaldiin questioned the terms of the surrender of 
Damascus with Timur. It was not very long after the meeting that Damascus 
surrendered.2? Enan, however, reports that the historian al-Maqrizi gives a 
different account of these events. According to him, it was the judge Taqi 
al-Din ibn Muflih al-Hanbali who negotiated with Timur over the surrender 
of Damascus. According to this account it was Ibn Muflih who convinced 


and was 


the chiefs to capitulate and it was he who obtained the guarantee of safety. 
But Timur broke his word and arrested Ibn Muflih and set Damascus on 
fire.°! Enan says that this was confirmed by Ibn Iyas, who said that Ibn 
Muflih was chosen as the negotiator because he spoke the Turkic dialect of 
Timur.*? Enan does state, however, that there is no reason to doubt Ibn 
Khaldtin’s version of events, which is not inconsistent with the possibility 
that Ibn Muflih also took part in negotiations with Timur.*? Ibn Khaldin 
referred to Timur, in his conversations with him, as the sultan of the world 
and that the world had not seen a comparable ruler since Adam.** Talbi 
suggests that Ibn Khaldiin considered that Timur was the ruler whose ‘ 
asabiyyah (group feeling) was sufficiently great to reunite the Muslim 
world.*° 

Ibn Khalditn spent his last days in Cairo, where he was appointed to the 
post of Malikite judge for a total of six times. He was reappointed to the 
post of judge in the latter part of 803 AH. He died on the 26th of Ramadan 
808 AH/16 March 1406 AD, just a few weeks after his sixth and final 
appointment. 


The works of Ibn Khaldiin 


Ibn Khalditin’s greatest work, and the one that is relevant to the modern 
discipline of sociology, the Muqaddimah, forms a part of his monumental 
study, the Kitab al-‘Ibar Diwan al-Mubtada’ wa-l-Khabar fi Ayyam 
al- ‘Arab wa-l-‘Ajam wa-l-Barbar (Book of Examples and the Collection of 
Origins of the History of the Arabs and Berbers), an empirical work on the 
history of the Arabs and Berbers in several volumes. The Mugaddimah or 
Prolegomenon was written as the introduction to the Kitab al-‘Ibar. Ibn 
Khaldtn understood the Mugaddimah to be the explanation of the 
underlying causes and inner meaning of that history, while the Kitab 
al-‘Ibar was the descriptive part of his history. It is the study of the 
underlying causes and inner meaning of history that Ibn Khaldin referred to 
as both ‘lm al-‘umran al-bashari (the science of human social 
organization) or ‘ilm al-ijtima‘ al-insdni (the science of human society). 
The structure of the Kitab al- ‘Ibar is as follows. 


¢ A short Introduction (mugaddimah). This is not the Prolegomenon, 
which had also come to be referred to by the title Mugaddimah. The 


Introduction discusses the excellence of historiography as well as the 
various errors to which historians are prone. 

* Book One (Kitab al-Awwal), dealing with society and _ its 
characteristics, covers topics such as authority, government, modes of 
making a living, and the crafts and sciences. 

* Book Two (Kitab al-Thani) covers the history of Arab as well as non- 
Arab dynasties such as the Persians, Syrians, Copts, Israelites, 
Nabataeans, Greeks, Byzantines and Turks. 

* Book Three (Kitab al-Thdlith) deals with the history of the Berbers of 
North Africa, focusing on royal authority and dynastic succession. 

¢ What came to be known as the Mugaddimah or Prolegomenon 1s the 
entirety of Book One consisting of six chapters (fas/). 

¢ Ibn Khaldtin’s autobiography, Al-Ta ‘rif bi-Ibn Khaldiun Mu’allif Hadha 
al-Kitab, wa Rihlatuhu Gharban wa-Sharqan (Information on Ibn 
Khaldin, Author of this Work, and His Travels East and West), which 
appears separately in published versions, was originally attached to the 
end of the Kitab al- ‘Ibar.*° 


The present study 


Apart from biographies, many works that present overviews of the thought 
of Ibn Khaldiin do so in the context of bestowing a precursor status to Ibn 
Khaldutn. At least two generations of sociologists in the Arab and Muslim 
world wrote on Ibn Khaldiin as a precursor of modern sociology. ‘Abd 
al-‘Aziz ‘Izzat wrote a thesis in 1932 entitled Jbn Khaldun et sa science 
sociale under the direction of Fauconnier and Rene Maunier in France,>’ 
and another work comparing Ibn Khaldiin and Emile Durkheim.*® ‘Ali 
‘Abd al-Wahid Wafi, also of that generation, did a comparative study of Ibn 
Khaldtin and Auguste Comte and wrote a well-known piece on Ibn Khaldiin 
as the founder of sociology.*? Syed Hussein Alatas from Malaysia also 
referred to Ibn Khaldtin as having established the principles of modern 
sociology.*” In fact, for some, to write on Ibn Khaldiin became something 
of an inaugural act for entry into the profession of sociology, as noted by 
Roussillon and Abaza.*! It is interesting to note that the famed Egyptian 
novelist and social thinker Taha Hussein, who himself wrote a doctoral 


dissertation on Ibn Khaldin, regarded the claim that Ibn Khaldiin was a 
sociologist as an exaggeration.” 

There are a few historical exceptions to what has been said above. These 
can be divided into at least three genres. The first regards Ibn Khaldiin’s 
Mugqaddimah as an originally conceived philosophy of history.*? The 
second seeks to extract what we may call a neo-Khaldinian sociology, as it 
were, from Ibn Khaldiin’s works.” The third is critical of approaches that 
seek to view Ibn Khaldtin’s work anachronistically through modern lenses 
and attribute to him a modern sociological imagination.*> Nevertheless, 
there are no long-standing debates surrounding each of these positions. As a 
result, theoretical interest in Ibn Khaldtin has not been able to sustain itself 
to any appreciable degree. In place of a more sophisticated theoretical 
assessment of Ibn Khalditin’s writings are simplified caricatures of his work. 
For example, Lacoste suggests that most authors who studied the 
Muqaddimah reduce Ibn Khaldiin’s thought to a psychologistic cyclical 
theory of state formation founded on the simplistic distinction between 
nomadic and sedentary society.*° 

This book addresses itself to the second genre: that is, the specification of 
a general Khaldunian historical sociology. While it is not within the scope 
of this book to elaborate a general Khaldiinian sociology, the aim is to 
provide examples of systematic applications of Ibn Khaldtin’s theory of 
state formation to specific historical and empirical cases, most of which lie 
outside of his own time and geographical focus. These applications can be 
seen as a prerequisite for the development of a general Khaldunian 
sociological theory, the relevance of which can be extended to regions and 
contexts outside of those that concerned Ibn Khaldtn directly. The 
reconstruction of Ibn Khalditin’s theory itself is deemed necessary as 
existing discussions on his thought, though extensive, varied and valuable, 
tend to treat his theoretical and empirical work separately. They elaborate 
on his theory by drawing upon his Mugaddimah or discuss or refer to his 
historical data presented in the Kitab al-‘Ibar. Furthermore, such works 
tend to be innocent of political economy, failing to relate the dynamics of 
state formation in Ibn Khalditin’s theory to questions of class and the 
ownership and control of the means of production. The aim in the present 
study is to raise certain problems in the study of state formation in parts of 
the Muslim world and elsewhere as distinctly Khalditinian problems that can 


be approached by applying a framework that integrates Ibn Khaldtin’s 
theory of state formation with modern concepts in sociology. I propose to 
do this by selecting a number of historical cases of state formation. There 
have been many historical and sociological studies of state formation in the 
Middle East, North Africa, Central Asia, the Indian sub-continent and 
China, areas where a Khaldtinian model has potential applicability and may 
provide the empirical ground on which to develop a general Khaldinian 
sociology. 

The meta-theoretical context of this study has to do with the state of the 
social sciences in the South. While the theoretical critiques of the social 
sciences such as the theories of Orientalism, Eurocentrism, intellectual 
imperialism and academic dependency are well known, the logical 
consequences of these critiques, such as the prescriptions for autonomous 
social sciences or alternative discourses, are not widely understood in 
mainstream academic circles and are rarely put into practice even in the 
South. This study offers Ibn Khaldtin as an exemplar for a sociology of and 
for the South by way of an application of his ideas to concrete historical 
cases. 

This study revolves around the Mugaddimah, Ibn Khaldiin’s prologue to 
his empirical history, the Kitab al-‘Ibar Diwan al-Mubtada’ wa-l-Khabar fi 
Ayyam al-‘Arab wa-l-‘Ajam wa-l-Barbar (Book of Examples and_ the 
Collection of Origins of the History of the Arabs and Berbers). This book 
goes beyond merely proclaiming that Ibn Khaldtin was the founder or 
precursor of sociology. The writings of Ibn Khalditn, particularly the 
Mugqaddimah, have rightly been regarded as being sociological in nature. 
For this reason, Ibn Khaldtin has been widely regarded as the founder of 
sociology, or at least, a precursor of modern sociology. While he was 
correctly given this recognition, however, few works went beyond 
proclaiming him as a founder or precursor to the systematic application of 
his theoretical perspective to specific historical and empirical aspects of 
Muslim societies in North Africa and the Middle East. This is partly due to 
the continuing presence of Eurocentrism in the social sciences, which 
stands in the way of the consideration of non-Western sources of theories 
and concepts. This book corrects this imbalance by systematically applying 
Ibn Khaldin theoretical perspective to specific historical and contemporary 
aspects of Muslim societies in North Africa and the Middle East. As such, it 
is a contribution to the multicultural origins of the discipline of sociology. 


Ibn Khaldin has always been noted as a founder of sociology and other 
social sciences, but this was more the case in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Today, there is much less appeal to heritage both in the 
Arab-Muslim world and in the West. As noted above, even when there was 
a historical interest in Ibn Khalditin, it was not for his work as a source of 
theoretical sociology that had potential to be brought into the discipline of 
modern sociology. Where Ibn Khaldiin is taken up more seriously in 
Islamic, Middle Eastern or North African studies or where he is referred to 
by scholars in non-Eurocentric contexts, theoretical and methodological 
work on Ibn Khaldtin is rarely attempted. It is almost exclusively social 
thought originating from Western Europe and North America that continues 
to be the focus of teachers and students of sociology and the history of 
social thought and theory. 

The organization of the book is as follows. Chapter 1 introduces Ibn 
Khaldtin’s discourse on the errors of historians up to his time. It is his keen 
observations of the faults of historians that led him to consider the need for 
a new science that may avoid the pitfalls of the existing historiography. 
Chapter 2 introduces the Mugaddimah by way of discussing its structure 
and aims, and provides a cursory sketch of his theory of society and his 
basic epistemological position. It provides a theoretical overview of Ibn 
Khaldiin’s framework for the study of state formation, with reference to 
both the theory as well as his methodology. Chapter 3 discusses the 
reception of Ibn Khaldtin among modern sociologists in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, particularly during the formative period of the 
discipline of sociology. This chapter also provides an account of the 
marginal status of Ibn Khaldtn, situating him between the polar opposites 
of Eurocentrism and Islamization of knowledge project. I suggest here that 
a Khaldiinian tradition was in the making but failed to develop through to 
today. This failure can be attributed to the problem of Eurocentrism in the 
social sciences as well as to a nativistic orientation to be found among some 
social science communities in the Muslim world. The rest of the book is 
concerned with elaborating the form that a Khaldtnian sociology might 
take. The chapters that follow outline the new science as Ibn Khaldtin 
conceived it and discuss applications of the Khaldtinian framework to 
empirical cases from various historical periods and geographical regions. 

Chapters 4 to 8 provide examples of how Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of state 
formation may be applied to different historical and contemporary 


situations. Chapter 4 looks at pre-modern applications of Ibn Khaldin, 
drawing on examples from his followers in the Arab East and West as well 
as the Ottoman Empire where they asked Khaldinian questions about their 
own history. Chapter 5 discusses Ibn Khaldtin’s theory of state formation as 
a theory of Muslim reform and provides a critique of this theory, suggesting 
that it is psychologistic. Here, I turn to the application of Ibn Khaldiin to the 
study of Muslim reform and suggest that Ibn Khalditin’s theory of state 
formation is indeed a theory of Muslim reform, a reading conveyed by the 
Khaldutnian term taghyir al-munkar. This raises the idea of the possibilities 
for a Khaldiinian sociology of Muslim reform. Chapters 6 and 7 attempt to 
correct the imbalance identified in Chapter 5 by integrating a mode of 
production framework into Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of state formation, using 
the examples of the Ottoman and Safavid political economy. Chapter 8 
brings the discussion to the modern period and discusses several ways in 
which Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of state formation has been applied to 
understand the rise and demise of modern states. Chapter 9 makes some 
general remarks on the development of Khaldtinian sociology and the 
importance of the role of teaching, research and other academic activities in 
promoting the ideas of a nearly forgotten sociological theorist. It concludes 
with some comments on the issue of Ibn Khaldiin and the future of 
autonomous sociology. 

There is a need to go beyond claiming that Ibn Khaldin is a precursor of 
the modern social sciences or seeing him as a tool for the justification of 
colonial rule among Orientalists. There are clearly areas for the further 
development of sociology that seriously take the ideas of Ibn Khalditn into 
account. This book is about the possibilities of developing Khaldtnian 
sociology, a sociology that can be applied to historical and contemporary 
empirical cases. 


1 The errors of history and the new 
science 


Introduction to the Mugaddimah 


The problematization of history as the basis for sociology 


The basis of Ibn Khaldtin’s new science of society was his critique of the 
state of historiography among the historians of the Arab East and West up 
to his time. His critical mind can be gauged from comments that he made in 
his autobiography regarding his own family tree, the accuracy of which he 
doubted. The autobiography begins with an observation of an error in the 
record of his family’s genealogy. Assuming that it were true that the first 
Khaldtn migrated to Andalusia during the time of the Arab conquest, there 
would be some 20 generations between him and his ancestor. However, 
according to the family tree there were ten generations that separated them. 
Ibn Khaldtn figured that ten generations would not have covered the span 
of 700 years that separated him from the first Khaldun, if it was considered 
that three generations appeared per century. He reckoned that it was more 
likely that 20 generations separated him from the first Khaldtin, if there 
were three generations per century.! The failure to apply such logic to the 
reports of history was among the more serious errors committed by 
historians that Ibn Khaldiin cited. The Mugaddimah, completed in 1378, 
was written to create a theoretical framework that would allow for a 
reconstruction of history that avoided the errors common to the 
historiography of his time. Furthermore, the Mugaddimah serves as an 
introduction to his larger empirical work on the history of the Arabs and 
Berbers, the Kitab al- ‘Ibar. In the foreword he gives us the rationale for this 
work. He notes that history is something that both the learned and ignorant 
are able to understand. The all-important distinction between the surface 


(zahir) aspect of history as distinguished from its inner meaning (bdatin) 1s 
made. 


For on the surface history is no more than information about political 
events, dynasties, and occurrences of the remote past, elegantly 
presented and spiced with proverbs. It serves to entertain large, crowded 
gatherings and brings to us an understanding of human affairs. (It 
shows) how changing conditions affected (human affairs), how certain 
dynasties came to occupy an ever wider space in the world, and how 
they settled the earth until they heard the call and their time was up. 

The inner meaning of history, on the other hand, involves speculation 
and an attempt to get at the truth, subtle explanation of the causes and 
origins of existing things, and deep knowledge of the how and why of 


events.” 


The Kitab al-‘Ibar in Ibn Khalditin’s terms, therefore, covers the surface 
phenomenon of history in that it details the history of the Arab and Berber 
dynasties of the Arab East (the Mashriq) and Arab West (the Maghrib). The 
inner meaning of history, on the other hand, is dealt with in the 
Mugqaddimah, the Prolegomenon and the first book of Ibn Khaldiin’s 
voluminous Kitab al- ‘Tbar. 

While there were outstanding historians among the Muslims of the past, 
later historians introduced untruths and even gossip which were passed on 
to succeeding generations of historians. The false and the nonsensical in 
history were not rejected, as historians tended not to look into the causes 
and origins of events and conditions. The problem here for Ibn Khalditin 
was the lack of a critical perspective. This absence allowed for errors and 
weak assumptions to predominate in historical information. For Ibn 
Khaldin, the discipline of history had come to be dominated by unqualified 
and unoriginal historians who failed to distinguish the surface phenomena 
of history from its inner meanings. 


Blind trust in tradition is an inherited trait in human beings. Occupation 
with the (scholarly) disciplines on the part of those who have no right is 
widespread. But the pasture of stupidity is unwholesome for mankind. 
No one can stand up against the authority of truth, and the evil of 
falsehood is to be fought with enlightening speculation. The reporter 


merely dictates and passes on (the material). It takes critical insight to 
sort out the hidden truth; it takes knowledge to lay truth bare and polish 
it so that critical insight may be applied to it. 

Many systematic historical works have been composed, and the 
history of nations and dynasties in the world has been compiled and 
written down. But there are very few (historians) who have become so 
well known as to be recognized as authorities, and who have replaced 


the products of their predecessors by their own works.* 


The tradition-bound historians copied the work of earlier historians without 
paying due attention to the origins of phenomena and changes in conditions 
over time. Their main objective was to preserve historical information as 
they received it, without seeking explanations of causes and origins, and 
make judgements as to the truth of falsehood of reports. 


They do not turn to the beginning of the dynasty. Nor do they tell why it 
unfurled its banner and was able to give prominence to its emblem, or 
what caused it to come to a stop when it had reached its term. The 
student, thus, has still to search for the beginnings of conditions and for 
(the principles of) organization of (the various dynasties). He must 
(himself) investigate why the various dynasties brought pressures to 
bear upon each other and why they succeeded each other. He must 
search for a convincing explanation of the elements that made for 
mutual separation or contact among the dynasties. All this will be dealt 


with in the Introduction to this work.* 


Having made some preliminary remarks on the study of history in the 
foreword, Ibn Khaldtin proceeds to make further elaborations on the errors 
to which historians are prone to making in the short introduction to the 
Kitab al-‘Ibar. The discipline of history requires not only a sound command 
of numerous sources but also a good speculative mind. Historical 
information cannot be trusted in its plain transmitted form. A lack of 
knowledge of customs, the fundamentals of politics, and the nature of 
human social organization, coupled with the failure to apply the 
comparative method, results in the commission of errors in the reporting of 
events.” Ibn Khaldiin provides many illustrations of these errors. 


For example, he notes that the renowned historian al-Mas‘idi, and many 
others, reported that Moses’ army of Israelites consisted of more than 
600,000 arms-bearing men in battle. Al-Mas‘udi failed to consider if it were 
indeed possible for an army of that size to do battle. Such a large army in 
battle would extend much beyond the field of vision. Ibn Khalditin notes that 
this was the case with battle formations during his time and that this fact 
was sufficient to testify to the situation of the past. Furthermore, Ibn 
Khaldtn notes that the fact that the Persians had far greater territory under 
their rule can also be used as a gauge of the size of Moses’ army. If the 
Persians commanded greater territory it stands to reason that their army was 
larger than that of the Israelites. We would be more confident in accepting 
this argument when it is known that the Persians under Nebuchadnezzar 
defeated the Israelites. Nebuchadnezzar was only a governor in the Persian 
realm. The total number of Persian troops amounted to about 200,000 men. 
Even if Nebuchadnezzar had commanded all of these 200,000 men, it is 
unlikely that he went into battle against 600,000 Israelites. Ibn Khaldtin also 
suggests that it was unlikely that the Israelites could have amounted to so 
many men, as it was improbable that the descendants of one man, Israel, 
could have attained such a great number within just four generations.° 

Another example of erroneous statements by historians is from the 
history of the kings of Yemen and the Arabian Peninsula, the Tubba‘s. They 
are said to have conducted raids of Ifriqiya and the Berbers of North Africa. 
One of the Tubba‘ kings, Afriqus bin Qays bin Sayfa, was said to have 
massacred the Berbers. It was further claimed that it was Afriqus who gave 
the name “Berber” to them. Upon hearing what was to him an unintelligible 
language, he asked what that “barbarah” was. It was also claimed in many 
accounts that Afriqus left some Himyar tribes in the Maghrib which 
intermarried with the indigenous population and gave rise to the Sinhajah 
and Kutamah tribes. It thus became widely believed that these two tribes 
were descendants of the Himyar. It was also said of the Tubba‘s that their 
last ruler, As‘ad abi Karib, and his sons raided, routed and slaughtered the 
Byzantines, Persians and Chinese. 

Ibn Khaldin says that these claims about the Tubba‘ are baseless. In fact, 
their realm was restricted to the Arabian Peninsula. As they were 
surrounded by the ocean on three sides, the only access they had to the 
Maghrib was via the Suez. It was unlikely that the army of the Tubba‘s 
could have travelled to the Mediterranean unless he controlled the region 


between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean. This is because of the needs of 
food, fodder and shelter. Ibn Khaldtin notes that there are no reports of wars 
between the Tubba‘s and those who controlled the region, such as 
Amalekites, Canaanites, Copts and Israelites. There were also no reports 
that the Tubba‘s ever took control or possession of the land of territory of 
the Persians and Byzantines.’ 

Yet another example cited by Ibn Khaldin is the historians’ denial of the 
‘Alid origins of the Shi‘1 ‘Ubaydi (Fatimid) caliphs of Qayrawan and Cairo. 
These historians questioned the authenticity of the ‘Ubaydi descent from 
Imam Isma‘il bin Ja‘far al-Sadiq. The facts are as follows. Abu ‘Abdallah 
al-Muhtasib, a religious leader among the Kutamah Berbers, was well 
known as a supporter of the ‘Alids. He pushed for the Kutamah to 
recognize the ‘Alids ‘Ubaydallah al-Mahdi and his son, Abu al-Qasim. 
Fearing repercussions from those unhappy with their popularity, the two 
fled to Egypt and then to the Maghrib. Eventually, however, the Shi‘i 
victory over the Aghlabids in Qayrawan and their influence throughout 
Ifrigiya and the Maghrib, Yemen, Egypt, Syria and the Hijaz meant that the 
‘Ubaydi dynasty reached a level comparable to that of the Abbasids. The 
‘Ubaydi dynasty lasted for 270 years. During this period their partisans and 
supporters continued to believe firmly in their descent from Isma‘il bin 
Ja‘far al-Sadigq. Even after the passing of the dynasty, people considered 
that the descendants of the ‘Ubaydis had legitimate claims to the caliphate. 
Ibn Khaldin says that the degree of devotion to the ‘Ubaydis over a period 
of more than 270 years could not be explained had there been any doubts 
among the followers regarding their ‘Alid origins. Ibn Khaldtin expresses 
amazement that the renowned theologian Abu Bakr al-Baqillani supported 
the denial of the ‘Alid origins of the ‘Ubaydis. Ibn Khaldiin held that al- 
Baqillani‘s position was irrational. If his view regarding their ‘Alid origins 
was due to his consideration of the ‘Ubaydis as heretical Shi‘ah, his denial 
of their origins does not change the objectionable nature of their beliefs.® 

It was the supporters of the Abbasids who propagated the denial of the 
‘Alid origins of the ‘Ubaydis in their effort to ingratiate themselves with 
their (“Ubaydi) enemies, the Abbasid caliphs. This denial also aided the 
Abbasids in their efforts to contain the Kutamah Berbers, the supporters of 
the ‘Ubaydis, who had wrested Syria, Egypt and the Hijaz from the 
Abbasids. Eventually, the judges of Baghdad drafted an official statement 
denying the ‘Alid ancestry of the ‘Ubaydis. Ibn Khaldin reports that many 


prominent men and religious scholars witnessed the document. Their 
testimonies were based on what people in Baghdad, pro-Abbasid partisans, 
generally believed regarding the genealogy of the ‘Ubaydis. This was 
simply reported by the historians without considering its truth value.” 

Ibn Khaldiin‘s purpose in carrying out lengthy discussions of the errors 
of historians is to point out the prerequisites for writing history which 
accords with the truth. At the outset of Book One of the Kitab al- ‘Ibar — the 
Muqaddimah — the various errors of historians as charged by Ibn Khaldtin 
are enumerated. Seven reasons are given as to why untruth afflicts 
information reported by historians. 

The first is partiality or partisanship for opinions, sects or schools. A 
nonobjective scholar will not devote to the information collected its due 
share of critique and reconstruction. The second reason is the reliance on 
transmitters. In the Islamic tradition, there is a discipline concerned with 
personality criticism (al-jarh wa-l-ta‘dil) which assesses the probity, 
accuracy, thoroughness and reliability of transmitters of the prophetic 
traditions.'° Ibn Khaldiin‘s point here has to do with the over-reliance on 
transmitters to the point of failing to assess the possibility of an event or 
plausibility of an argument. 

A third reason is scholars being unaware of the purpose of an event. Ibn 
Khaldtn claims that many transmitters seem to be ignorant of the 
significance of the real meaning of their observations or the reported facts. 
The transmitted information is assumed to have a significance that is 
wrongly attributed to it, resulting in falsehood. An example of this is the 
danger of projecting the present on to the past. 

A historian who has studied the facts of the past may remain unaware of 
the changes in conditions that warrant an interpretation different from what 
he had in mind. His being unaware of these changes results in his applying 
his knowledge of the present conditions to the historical information of the 
past, thereby constructing an erroneous account. An example cited by Ibn 
Khalditn is the position of judges in the past and during his own time. 
Certain erroneous conclusions were often drawn by those who read about 
the role of judges in society. They assumed that the office of the judge was 
the same in earlier times as it was during theirs. In the past, as for example 
during the period of the Umayyad dynasty in Spain, the office of the judge 
was no mere administrative rank. The position of judge was given to those 
who shared in the ‘asabiyyah or group feeling of the dynasty. Judges 


accompanied the army during its campaigns and were entrusted with vital 
affairs of state beyond the scope of judges in later times. The situation 
changed after the Arab dynasty in Spain weakened and its group feeling and 
the mutual cooperation that accompanied it eroded. At that point the office 
of the judge was more of an administrative rank and was far less important 
than it used to be. Being ignorant of changing conditions over time may 
lead some to imagine that the position of judges in the past was as 
insignificant as they were later.!! 

A fourth reason that makes untruths unavoidable in historical information 
is the presence of erroneous assumptions as to the truth of a report. This is a 
result of the reliance on transmitters. Many examples of fictitious accounts 
accepted as truths and transmitted by historians were furnished by Ibn 
Khaldtin, some of which were discussed above. 

Fifth, there is the problem of the ignorance of how conditions correspond 
with reality. The transmitter reports on conditions without being aware of 
whether or not the various aspects attached to those conditions belong to its 
essence or are artificial distortions of normal phenomena. The sixth reason 
is the desire to praise those in positions of authority and high rank. In this 
case, information may not be truthful as the objectives are not to report the 
truth but to ingratiate those who report to people of standing and power.!? 

The seventh and most important reason for the prevalence of untruths in 
historical reports is ignorance of the nature of the conditions of human 
society. Every phenomenon has a nature peculiar to it, and is distinguished 
by its essences (dhdat) as well as the accidental conditions (a ‘rdd) that are 
attached to it. The student of history must know the nature of conditions 
and events in order to know what 1s possible and what is impossible. This 
will in turn help her to separate the truthful from the spurious or false.!? 
Without this ability, there will be the tendency to accept absurd information. 
Ibn Khaldtin gives many examples of these absurdities. 

There was the story, transmitted by al-Mas‘udi, of Alexander and the sea 
monsters who allegedly obstructed and prevented him from building 
Alexandria. Alexander dived into the bottom of the sea in a glass box, drew 
pictures of the monsters he saw, built metal effigies of these monsters and 
placed them in the area of construction. The monsters, upon seeing the 
effigies, fled, thereby permitting Alexander to complete the building of 
Alexandria. The fact that it would be impossible for a person to spend a 
long time under water in a box due to the depletion of oxygen supply was 


not considered by the transmitter.'* Another absurd story is that transmitted 
by al-Bakri about the “Gate City”. According to the account, the city had 
such a large area that it took more than 30 days to go around it and had 
10,000 gates. Ibn Khaldiin considers this to be an untruth. Having 10,000 
gates would not enable the city to provide security and protection to its 
citizens. It is unlikely that anyone would have built such a city with so 
many points of access.!> 

Only knowledge of the nature of society allows for a critical approach in 
research. This approach is superior to those that rely upon the personality 
criticism of transmitters. Ibn Khaldtin does not suggest that personality 
criticism should be dispensed with altogether but that it is to be resorted to 
only if it has been established whether or not the fact or event reported 1s 
itself possible. The absurdity of a report or an illogical interpretation may 
be sufficient grounds to cast doubt on the reliability of the information. In 
order to establish the truth and soundness of reports of events and facts, it is 
necessary to assess the conformity or lack of conformity of that which is 
reported with the general conditions of a given society. It becomes 
necessary, therefore, to investigate if it is possible that the reported event or 
fact could have taken place. Such investigation has priority over personality 
criticism. Here Ibn Khaldtin makes a distinction between “what is” and 
“what ought to be’. The “correct notion about something that ought to be 
can be derived only from (personality criticism), while the correct notion 
about something that was (al-akhbdr ‘an al-wdaq ‘at) can be derived from 
(personality criticism) and external (evidence) by (checking) the conformity 
(of the historical report with general conditions)”.!° 

If it is accepted that right from wrong in historical information can be 
established on the grounds of the inherent possibility or absurdity of an 
event or fact, it follows that the basic rule would be to study human society 
(al-ijtima‘ al-bashari), for it is such study that will enable us to assess if 
reported facts were possible or not. The study of society should distinguish 
between those aspects that form the essence (dhdat) of society, those that are 
its accidents (a rad), and those that cannot be attached to it: that is, those 
properties that are never part of what makes a society. We would then have 
a method that would allow us to distinguish truth from falsehoods and 
absurdities in historical information by the application of logical 
demonstration. The study of society would provide us with a yardstick with 


which we may measure claims to truth in the works of historians.!’ What 


Ibn Khaldtin proposed is actually a radically different way of writing 
history. He was suggesting what was then a new field, one that he deemed a 
necessary requirement for the study of history. 


Therefore, today, the scholar in this field needs to know the principles 
of politics, the (true) nature of existent things, and the differences 
among nations, places, and periods with regard to ways of life, character 
qualities, customs, sects, schools, and everything else. He further needs 
a comprehensive knowledge of present conditions in all these respects. 
He must compare similarities or differences between the present and the 
past (or distantly located) conditions. He must know the causes of the 
similarities in certain cases and of the differences in others. He must be 
aware of the differing origins and beginnings of (different) dynasties 
and religious groups, as well as of the reasons and incentives that 
brought them into being and the circumstances and history of the 
persons who supported them. His goal must be to have complete 
knowledge of the reasons for every happening, and to be acquainted 
with the origin of every event. Then, he must check transmitted 
information with the basic principles he knows. If it fulfills their 
requirements, it is sound. Otherwise, the historian must consider it as 
spurious and dispense with it. It was for this reason alone that 
historiography was highly considered by the ancients, so much so that 
al-Zabari, al-Bukhari, and, before them, Ibn Ishaq and other Muslim 
religious scholars, chose to occupy themselves with it. Most scholars, 
however, forgot this, the (real) secret of historiography, with the result 
that it became a stupid occupation. Ordinary people as well as (scholars) 
who had no firm foundation of knowledge, considered it a simple matter 
to study and know history, to delve into it and sponge on it. Strays got 
into the flock, bits of shell were mixed with the nut, truth was 


adulterated with lies.!8 


Having thoroughly read the works of the past historians, Ibn Khaldiin says 
with his characteristic humour: 


When I had read the works of others and probed into the recesses of 
yesterday and today, I shook myself out of that drowsy complacency 
and sleepiness. Although not much of a writer, I exhibited my own 


literary ability as well as I could, and, thus, composed a book on history. 
In (this book) I lifted the veil from conditions as they arise in the 
various generations. I arranged it in an orderly way in chapters dealing 
with historical facts and reflections. In it I showed how and why 
dynasties and civilization originate. I based the work on the history of 
the two races that constitute the population of the Maghrib at this time 
and people its various regions and cities, and on that of their ruling 
houses, both long- and short-lived, including the rulers and allies they 
had in the past. These two races are the Arabs and the Berbers. |” 


What prompted Ibn Khaldtin to write the Kitab al-‘Ibar, apart from the 
intellectual reasons discussed thus far? An additional note appended to the 
end of the Introduction gives us an idea of Ibn Khaldiin’s state of mind 
when he was writing the Mugaddimah. He refers to history as discussions 
of events that are specific to a particular age or people and cover the general 
conditions of regions, places and nations. Such was the case with the work 
of al-Mas‘iidi, who wrote on geography and the sects and customs of the 
Arab and non-Arab peoples. His work became a standard reference for later 
historians. Al-Mas‘idt was followed by al-Bakri, who wrote principally on 
routes and provinces. Al-Bakri did not write about other matters, as not 
much had changed since the time of al-Mas‘tdi. Ibn Khaldtn notes, 
however, that by his time the situation, particularly in the Maghrib, had 
changed dramatically. An influx of Arabs physically and economically 
displaced the original Berber population, a process that began in the fifth 
(eleventh) century. Then a devastating plague in the eighth (fourteenth) 
century affected the Arab East and West, bringing much destruction to 
whole populations. Cities were in ruins, and dynasties were weakened. To 
Ibn Khaldin it seemed as if “the voice of existence in the world had called 
out for oblivion and restriction, and the world had responded to its call’. 
This general change of conditions required a fresh approach to the study of 
history. It was necessary to do what al-Mas‘udi did for his time: that is, to 
record the condition of the world as it is now, taking into account the 
changes in peoples, customs, beliefs and regions.*! We may look at this as a 
modest restatement of Ibn Khaldiin’s objectives, for what he does is more 
than merely record the changes that society underwent. 


The science of human society 


Ibn Khaldiin wrote the Mugaddimah in order to clarify the proper method 
for the study of history: that is, the method that would enable the scholar to 
ascertain true events from false narratives and to assess the probability and 
possibility of the events of history.” It is this method and subject matter 
that he refers to as the science of human social organization (‘ilm al-‘umrdn 
al-bashari) or the science of human society (‘ilm al-ijtimd ‘al-insdni). Ibn 
Khaldtn considered existing historical works to be fraught with errors and 
unfounded assumptions, as we saw above. In order to know if what was 
reported to have happened in history really did happen, it is insufficient to 
depend solely on the reliability of transmitters, the nature of the sources and 
other such technical criteria. Rather it is also necessary to know something 
about the nature of society. This requires going beyond the outer forms 
(zahir) of facts and reports to the inner meaning (bdtin) of history, that 1s, 
the explanation of cause and effect.?° 

The Muqaddimah is dedicated to delineating the errors of historians and, 
more importantly, presenting the proper theory and method for the study of 
history. Therefore, underlying whatever substantive concerns Ibn Khaldin 
had with history was his interest in elaborating a new science of society. 

This new science was necessitated by Ibn Khaldiin’s discovery of 
problems surrounding the nature of historical studies up to his time. An 
understanding of the relationships between the state and society, group 
feeling or solidarity, and the question of the development of society require 
an understanding of the nature of society which Ibn Khaldiin approached by 
way of the study of the constituent elements of society, such as economic 
life and urban institutions, the organizing ability of the state, and solidarity 
or group feeling (‘asabiyyah), the primary factor affecting societal 
change.** The above can be said to be the elements of Ibn Khaldin’s 
general sociology, applicable to all types of societies, nomadic or sedentary, 
feudal or prebendal, Muslim or non-Muslim. 

The Muqaddimah was conceived by Ibn Khaldin to be an integral part of 
the larger Kitab al-‘Ibar, which comprises three books. The Muqgaddimah 1s 
the first book of the Kitab al-‘Ibar and deals with the merit of the new 
science of human society and its methods. The Mugaddimah was written to 
fulfil the need for better and sounder historical theories and methods that 
provided a means of separating truth from fiction. Ibn Khaldtn’s 


substantive concern was with the history and dynasties of the Arabs, 
Israelites, Persians, Greeks, Byzantines, Turks and Berbers.2? These are 
dealt with in Books Two and Three. Dealing with such substantive history, 
however, was dependent on, as El-Azmeh put it, a master science,”° or what 
Ibn Khaldin called the science of human society. Mere reliance on the 
reporting of facts by transmitters, however reliable they may be, was 
insufficient as a method. The effort to establish what was probable and 
possible among the events of history required an independent science that 


“has its own peculiar object — that is, human social organization and 


society’”.7/ 


Ibn Khaldiin conceived of his new science of human society as consisting 
of a number of sub-areas, as follows: (1) society (‘umrdn) in general and its 
divisions; (2) bedouin society (al-‘umran al-badawi), tribal societies 
(gaba’il), and primitive peoples (al-wahshiyyah); (3) the state (al-dawlah), 
royal (mulk) and caliphate (khilafah) authority; (4) sedentary society 
(al-‘umran al-hadari), cities; and (5) the crafts, ways of making a living, 
occupations. These areas can be seen to cover what in modern terms would 
encompass human or social ecology, rural sociology, political sociology, 
urban sociology, and the sociology of work.7® 

It was this effort — that is, to distinguish between the more popular 
narrative history on the one hand and history as a science that investigates 
the origins and development of society on the other — that resulted in his 
discovery of the science of human society, or what we may call sociology. 
Ibn Khaldtin saw his new science as a “vessel for philosophy, a receptacle 
for historical knowledge”, as it dealt with the origins and causes of 
historical phenomena.”? 

Ibn Khaldiin was very conscious of the uniqueness of his science of 
human society, noting that it did not belong to existing disciplines such as 
rhetoric or politics, although it shared some similarities with them.°? He 
saw his work as constituting a unique contribution informed by a familiar if 


hidden wisdom.°! He notes: 


Such is the purpose of this first book of our work. (The subject) is in a 
way an independent science. (This science) has its own peculiar object — 
that is, human civilization and social organization. It also has its own 
peculiar problems, that is, explaining the conditions that attach 


themselves to the essence of civilization, one after the other. Thus, the 
situation is the same with this science as it is with any other science, 
whether it be a conventional or an intellectual one. 

It should be known that the discussion of this topic is something new, 


extraordinary, and highly useful. Penetrating research has shown the 


way to it.>? 


The new science: a theory of state formation 


The substantive interest of Ibn Khaldtin, in both the Mugaddimah and the 
Kitab al-‘Ibar, lies in the explanation of the formation and decline of 
Maghribian and Arab states. He was more confident and thorough in his 
work on North Africa, as he had direct access to primary materials on the 
Maghrib, unlike the second-hand information he had on the Arab East.*? 

Ibn Khaldin approached his study of the rise and fall of the various 
North African states by focusing on the essential differences in social 
organization between pastoral nomadic and sedentary societies in terms of 
their social organization. Central to understanding these differences is the 
concept of ‘asabiyyah, often translated as group feeling, solidarity or social 
cohesion. Ibn Khaldiin’s thesis was that groups with strong ‘asabiyyah 
could establish political rule over those with weak ‘asabiyyah.*4 

He saw nomadic civilization as naturally evolving towards sedentary 
civilization not in the sense that the one gives way to the other but rather in 
the sense that the organization of sedentary life, with its cities’ relatively 
luxurious lifestyle and high culture, is the goal of bedouin life. In other 
words, human societies tend to change from being pastoral nomadic to 
sedentary. This change involved the fundamental role of ‘asabiyyah or 
group feeling. Only a society with a strong ‘asabiyyah could establish 
domination over one with a weak ‘asabiyyah. In this context, ‘asabiyyah 
refers to the feeling of solidarity among the members of a group that is 
derived from the knowledge that they share a common descent. As we shall 
see, however, descent is not the only consideration. Because of superior 
‘asabiyyah among the bedouin, they could defeat sedentary people in urban 
areas and establish their own dynasties. Having done so, they became set in 
the urban ways of life and experienced great diminution in their ‘asabiyyah. 
With this went their military strength and their ability to rule. This left them 
vulnerable to attack by fresh supplies of pre-urban bedouins with stronger 


social cohesion, due to their ‘asabiyyah being intact. The group with the 
stronger ‘asabiyyah replaces the weaker settled group. But the relationship 
is not one of the domination of the settled areas or the cities by the tribes. 
Rather it is a relationship of dominance in the other direction, of which 
there are two important aspects. First, the nature of the existence of the 
tribesmen makes them dependent on the cities for the basic necessities of 
life. Second, the tribes are dependent on a religious leader or saint (wali) 
who interprets religion for them. The propaganda of religion is such that the 
call to fulfil the commands of God results in the tribesmen adopting 
praiseworthy qualities and to desire to fight for a cause as defined by 
religion. Under the religious leader, they become united as a social 
organization and develop a following and, eventually, royal authority. 

The social cohesion expressed by the concept of ‘asabiyyah is only partly 
derived from agnatic ties in tribal social organizations. While all tribal 
groups have stronger or weaker ‘asabiyyah based on kinship, religion can 
also bring about such social cohesion, as was the case with the Arabs who 
needed Islam in order to subordinate themselves and unite as a social 
organization. But beyond this social psychological aspect of ‘asabiyyah, 
there are its material manifestations. 

Another fundamental concept in Ibn Khaldtin’s work is that of mulk 
(royal authority). Royal authority is not the same as leadership. Leaders 
may be obeyed in leadership, but the leader is generally unable to force 
people to accept his rulings. It is only with royal authority that the ruler has 
the ability to force others to accept his rulings, for royal authority refers to 
superiority and the power to rule by force. 

Because of ‘asabiyyah, a tribal chieftain will be obeyed by his followers, 
a precondition for achieving royal authority. But it is not merely the 
psychological feeling of cohesion that achieves this. ‘Asabiyyah refers to 
the authority that 1s wielded by the chieftain that derives, in addition, from 
his material standing as a result of profits from trade and appropriation from 
plunder and pillage. For Ibn Khaldin, then, ‘asabiyyah referred to (1) 
kinship ties; (2) a socially cohesive religion such as Islam that provided a 
shared idiom legitimizing the chieftain’s aspirations for mulk; and (3) the 
strength of the chieftain through trade, booty, pillage and conquest. 

Once a tribe founds a dynasty and its members assume the various 
positions of the ruling class, the conditions for the decline in ‘asabiyyah are 
established. There are at least two general ways in which this takes place. 


One is where the second generation of tribesmen who founded the dynasty 
experience a change from the desert ethic to an outlook fostered by the 
sedentary lifestyle, from a state of scarcity to luxury, and from a state in 
which everybody shared and benefited from whatever successes the 
community had to one in which one man, the ruler, claims all the glory for 
himself. Thus, the strength of the group feeling is eroded to a great extent. 
By the third generation, ‘asabiyyah disappears completely. 

It is not only the relatively luxurious life of sedentary society that causes 
an erosion in ‘asabiyyah but also when the ruler, in gaining near absolute 
control over his people, arrogates to himself all royal authority. He excludes 
his people and prevents them from having a share in the royal authority. In 
other words, when a tribal group establishes a dynasty and its authority 
becomes legitimate the ruler can dispense with ‘asabiyyah. The ascendant 
ruler then rules with the help not of his own people but rather that of other 
tribal groups who have become his clients. The ruler attempts to exclude the 
supporting tribe from power. The ability of a tribal chieftain to maintain 
‘asabiyyah under these circumstances is diminished. 

When we speak of diminishing ‘asabiyyah, then, we refer to the 
circumstances under which a chieftain is no longer able to command tribal 
support (1) by appealing to kinship and/or other ties, (2) due to the 
corrosion in social cohesion that results either from luxurious urban life or 
from attempts by the ruler to dispense with ‘asabivyah. As ‘asabiyyah 
decreases, the power of the ruling dynasty erodes until it is finally 
conquered by another tribal group with superior ‘asabiyyah. And so the 
cycle repeats itself. As noted by El-Azmeh, ‘asabiyyah is “that which 
makes a group a power group”.*> Because of superior ‘asabiyyah among 
the bedouin, they could defeat sedentary people in urban areas and establish 
their own dynasties. The final manifestation of ‘asabiyyah was the dynasty 
or al-dawlah?°Having achieved this, the bedouin became set in the urban 
ways of life and experienced great diminution in their ‘asabiyyah. With this 
went their military strength and their vulnerability to attack and conquest by 
tribal groups from the outside. The cycle of rise and decline was estimated 
by Ibn Khalditn to take approximately four generations. 

The bulk of the Mugaddimah is devoted to elaborating a theory of state 
formation and decline. This is presented in the course of three major 
sections (fas/): that is, Sections Two to Four. Section Two deals with the 
nature of nomadic society, the superiority of tribal social solidarity 


(‘asabiyyah) or group feeling, the role of kinship and blood ties in group 
feeling, and the natural inclination of nomadic society to attaining royal 
authority (mu/k) and establishing a dynasty. Section Three focuses on the 
development and decay of royal authority, the role of religion in this, the 
various groups and forces that figure in dynastic decline, and the mode of 
origin and disintegration of dynasties. Section Four highlights a number of 
aspects of the nature of sedentary civilization. 

In Chapter 2 I provide an elaborate account of Ibn Khalditin’s theory of 
state formation. 


2 Ibn Khaldin’s theory of state 
formation 


There are three components of Ibn Khaldtin’s sociology of human society. 
These are (1) the premises or mugaddimat of the science of human society; 
(2) the theory of the rise and decline of states; and (3) the method employed 
in the critique of historiography as well as the elaboration of the theory of 
rise and decline. In what follows, I shall be making some reference to Ibn 
Khaldtin’s premises of his new science and the methods he used. However, 
the greater focus will be on his theory of the rise and decline of states, as it 
is this that is most relevant to our effort to apply his perspectives to the 
specific historical and empirical cases. 


The muqaddimat of the science of human society 


The Muqaddimah (Prolegomenon) is informed by certain basic assumptions 
(mugaddimat, sing. mugaddimah) that function as premises of Ibn 
Khaldtin’s entire work on history. The premises are assertions whose 
demonstration does not fall within the scope of the new science.! Six 
mugaddimdt are listed but the two that are the most relevant to Ibn 
Khaldtin’s study of society are as follows. First, human society is 
necessary.> Humans have a need to live together for the sake of 
companionship and for the satisfaction of basic needs. This also results 
from their natural disposition towards cooperation. Second, humans are 
influenced physically, psychologically and socially by the physical 
environment. * Given that human beings are influenced by their physical 
environment and that their ability to think results in the development of the 
sciences and crafts and the various modes of making a living, differences in 
the physical environment would result in different modes of making a 


living. These are found in the two major types of society that Ibn Khaldiin 
deals with: pastoral nomadic or bedouin society (al-‘umrdn al-badawi) and 
sedentary society (al-‘umrdn al hadari). Ibn Khalditin’s theory of the rise 
and decline of states revolves around the relationship between the two types 
of social organization (‘uwmran) and the various modes of making a living 
that they represent. 

The nature of dynasties in turn was examined by Ibn Khaldtn in terms of 
the types of authority wielded by states, that is, kingship (mu/k) and 
caliphate (khilafah) authority. The single most important concept for 
understanding the nomadic-sedentary dialectic and the impact of this on 
state formation is that of ‘asabiyyah, a type of social cohesion or group 
feeling. Ibn Khalditin’s theory of the rise and decline of states is a theory of 
weak and strong ‘asabiyyah. Nomadic groups with strong ‘asabiyyah had 
the prerequisites to establish states because they could dominate over 
groups with weak ‘asabiyyah. Nevertheless, the establishment of state and 
dynasty by a particular tribal group and its subsequent settlement and 
sedentarization in villages and cities results in the erosion of its ‘asabiyyah, 
thereby leaving the group susceptible to attack and defeat by a new influx 
of pre-sedentary tribes. 


The methods of the new science 


We have seen in Chapter | that Ibn Khalditin viewed the traditional method 
of assessing historical accounts for their accuracy as problematic because of 
what he would have regarded as an obsession with the reliability of sources 
and the characters of the transmitters of information. Ibn Khaldiin thought it 
necessary to focus on the inherent possibility or absurdity of reported events 
and conditions which in turn required knowledge of the nature of human 
society. The truth and reliability of reported facts and events can be 
logically demonstrated from what is known about the nature of society. It is 
therefore the method of demonstration (burhdn) that occupies the most 
important place in Ibn Khaldin’s theory of society. It is also here that we 
can place him squarely within the classical Islamic tradition, which 
considered the method of demonstration to be the most reliable in terms of 
yielding certain knowledge. 

Ibn Khaldtin did not introduce a new method in his scholarship. He was 
heir to the philosophers of Islam who studied and improved upon the Greek 


methods of argumentation. However, his application of the method of the 
philosophers to historical phenomena was new. As Hodgson put it, Ibn 
Khaldtin’s science was meant to be “a self-consistent body of demonstrable 
generalizations about historical change, generalizations which would in turn 
be based on premises taken from the demonstrated results of ‘higher’, 1.e., 
more abstract, sciences — in this case chiefly biology, psychology, and 
geography”.> These premises were the six mugaddimat mentioned above: 
that is, assertions whose demonstration does not fall within the scope of the 
new science. 

The term “method”, according to Mahdi,° refers to what Ibn Khaldiin and 
others in the classical Islamic tradition understood as mantiq: that is, the 
rules that enable one to distinguish right from wrong. The ability to make 
this distinction rests on the skills with which definitions (Audid) that 
provide the essence (mdahiydt) of things are arrived at and arguments that 
lead to judgement or apperception (tasdigdt) are made. 7 Animals and 
humans alike perceive the sensibilia by the five senses (al-hawas al- 
khamsa). Where humans differ from animals is in their ability to abstract 
universals (Aulliyat) from the sensibilia. Knowledge is either conception 
(tasawwur) — that is, the perception of the essence of things — or it is 
apperception (tasdiq). Conception does not involve the exercising of 
judgement. Apperception, on the other hand, does involve judgement or 
assent in order to establish the correspondence between the concept and the 
object to which the concept refers. The goal of apperception is knowledge 
of the realities of things (hagd@’iq al-ashya’).’ Knowledge as conception 
(tasawwur), or the perception of the essence of things, refers to the 
knowledge of universals, of which there are five. These are: genus (jins), 
difference (fas/), species (ni‘), property (khdasah), and general accident 
(‘ard al-‘am).? Tbn Khaldin says: 


Every event (or phenomenon), whether (it comes into being in 
connection with some) essence or (as the result of an) action, must 
inevitably possess a nature peculiar to its essence as well as to the 
accidental conditions that may attach themselves to it. If the student 
knows the nature of events and the circumstances and requirements in 
the world of existence, it will help him to distinguish truth from untruth 
in investigating the historical information critically. This is more 


effective in critical investigation than any other aspect that may be 
brought up in connection with it.!° 


According to the philosophical tradition that Ibn Khaldtn belonged to, 
knowledge comes from knowing the essence (dhdat) as well as accidents 
(a‘rdd) of phenomena. To know something is to be able to distinguish 
between the essence of a phenomenon and its accidental properties. 
Essences of things are spoken of in terms of genus, species and difference. 
When this rule is applied to history, it requires the historian to distinguish 
between what is essential and natural from what is accidental to events and 
conditions. 

The process of abstraction proceeds until the highest universal is reached. 
For example, the perception of humans results in the abstraction of the 
species (nu‘) to which humans belong. At another level, the comparison 
between human beings and animals is made resulting in the abstraction of 
the genus (jins) to which both humans and animals belong. The 
comparisons proceed in this way until the highest genus is reached: that is, 
substance (jawhar). After this point, no further abstractions can be made. 

This process of abstraction may take place in the right or wrong way. For 
this reason, the field of logic was developed in order that the methods of 
logic could be understood and presented in a systematic manner to aid the 
process of analogical reasoning (giyds). The Muslims followed Aristotle in 
recognizing five kinds of analogical reasoning.!! 


1. Demonstration (burhdn), which refers to the kind of analogical 
reasoning, the syllogism, that produces certain knowledge, and the 
conditions that must be satisfied for yielding certain knowledge. 

2. Dialectics (jadal) or disputation, which refers to analogical reasoning 
that aims to silence an opponent. It does not yield certain knowledge as 
its premises are not certain ones. Dialectics may include deductive, 
inductive or other forms of arguments. 

3. Rhetoric (khitabah), which refers to reasoning and the use of forms of 
speech that are directed to influencing people. It is directed towards 
influence or persuasion rather than instruction. 

4. Poetics (shi ‘ir), which is reasoning that teaches the invention and use 
of parable (tamthil) and similes (tasbih) with the aim of stirring the 
imagination, inspiring and encouraging people. 


Sophistry (safsatah), which is a form of reasoning that teaches the 
opposite of truth and aims to confuse and deceive an opponent. It is, of 
course, a method to be avoided. 


Ibn Khaldin belonged to a tradition that regarded demonstrative methods as 
the best way to ascertain the truth. The arguments in demonstration proceed 
from premises that are certain and they produce certain knowledge. This 
was the method Ibn Khaldtin employed in the Mugaddimah. 

Demonstration was not the only method employed by Ibn Khalditin. His 
critique of historical writing of scholars that preceded him was not premised 
on true, self-evident and primary statements. Rather, his critique employed 
the dialectical method. Ibn Khaldiin used this method to expose the 
weaknesses of historical writing. The aim in employing this method was not 
to formulate true, self-evident and primary premises. Dialectical arguments 
are often founded on weak premises or opinions that may be true or false. 
The purpose of the dialectical argument is to refute or accept the opinions. 
The argument attempts to do so by revealing the absurdity of opposing 
opinions. In other words, a dialectical argument is purely logical in that it 
does not necessarily proceed from true premises. 

Ibn Khaldtin was critical of the tendency among some scholars, such as 
Fakhr al-Din ibn al-Khatib and Afdal al-Din al-Khitinaji, to reduce logic to a 
discipline in its own right, rather than regard it as an instrument for the 
other sciences. For Ibn Khaldiin’s own work, methods of demonstration and 
dialectics were tools that he employed for the critique of the existing 
historical scholarship up to his time and the development of his new science 
of human society. 

It is also important to point out that while Ibn Khaldiin’s methods were 
not new, his approach was novel to the extent that it was materialist in 
orientation. He placed a great deal of emphasis on the role of material 
factors in accounting for the differences between nomadic and sedentary 
societies. Ibn Khaldtin was very much aware that he had developed a new 
science and a novel approach to the study of history: 


It should be known that the discussion of this topic is something new, 
extraordinary and highly useful. Penetrating research has shown the 
way to it. It does not belong to rhetoric, one of the logical disciplines 
(represented in Aristotle’s Organon), the subject of which is convincing 


words by means of which the mass is inclined to accept a particular 
opinion or not to accept it. It is also not politics, because politics is 
concerned with the administration of home or city in accordance with 
ethical and philosophical requirements, for the purpose of directing the 
mass toward a behavior that will result in the preservation and 
permanence of the (human) species. 

The subject here is different from that of these two disciplines which, 
however, are often similar to it. In a way, it is an entirely original 


science. In fact, I have not come across a discussion along these lines by 


anyone. |? 


But, it should be stressed that Ibn Khaldiin’s originality is in fact not to be 
found at the epistemological level. Ibn Khaldtin merely applied methods of 
argumentation already known and well developed among Muslim 
philosophers, theologians and scholars of jurisprudence. Ibn Khaldtin’s 
originality lies in the application of these methods to the critique of the 
science of history of his time and the generation of a new science that was 
to be applied to the study of history. 


Theory of state formation 


These are the chief features of Ibn Khaldin’s historical sociology of the 
state, which attempts to explain the rise and decline of dynasties in terms of 
the interaction and cyclical conflict between two types of society or social 
organization: pastoral nomadic and sedentary society. The very conditions 
that make for sedentary society and the possibility for rule and the 
development of kingship also give rise to factors that eventually result in 
the undermining of ‘asabiyyah, the erosion of kingship and finally the 
decline of the state. 

For Ibn Khaldtin, it is the mode of making a living (al-ma‘ash) that 
explains the differential organization of social life. For those for whom 
agriculture or animal husbandry is their principal mode of making a living, 
they live in desert areas and do not lead much more than a subsistence-level 
lifestyle. An increase in wealth means that nomadic peoples may live above 
subsistence levels, settle in towns and cities, and partake of the culture of 
sedentary people, including good cuisine, the fine arts, elaborate 
architecture and an overall higher level of comfort and luxury. The mode of 


making a living corresponds to level of wealth.!> Pastoral nomads are 
further differentiated into those who make their living from raising sheep 
and cattle and those who are dependent on camels. The former are 
shepherds (shawiyyah), who only venture far into the desert if good 
pastures are available and include the Turks and Turkomans. Nomads who 
are dependent on camels have to go deeper into the desert where camels can 
find sustenance. Among the camel nomads are the Kurds, Turkomans and 
Turks in the East and the Arabs, Berbers and Zanatah in the West. The 
Arabs, however, venture further into the desert than the other groups, as 
their dependence on camels is far greater and they rely less on sheep and 
cattle like the Kurds, Turkomans, Turks and Berbers.!* 

According to Ibn Khaldtin, nomadic and sedentary societies do not 
merely happen to be two types of society that coexist and interact with each 
other. The fact that most of the inhabitants of cities originate from the 
bedouin suggests that nomadic society is the precursor to sedentary society: 


It has thus become clear that the existence of Bedouins is prior to, and 
the basis of, the existence of towns and cities. Likewise, the existence of 
towns and cities results from luxury customs pertaining to luxury and 
ease, which are posterior to the customs that go with the bare necessities 
of life.'° 


Following from this observation are some interesting points about the 
difference between nomadic and sedentary societies that are vital for the 
development of Ibn Khaldin’s theory of state formation. He suggests that 
nomadic people are morally better (khayr) than sedentary people. His 
argument seems to be one about materialism. The soul is born in a natural 
state but acquires good or evil through socialization. Ibn Khaldtin reasons 
that nomads are closer to being in a natural state than sedentary people, as 
they restrict themselves to the bare necessities of life. The nomadic soul is 
first affected by good and finds it difficult to acquire evil. The sedentary 
soul, on the other hand, is introduced to evil much earlier because it is born 
into a context of luxury and worldly success.'° Another important 
difference between these two types of societies is that nomadic people are 
braver than sedentary people. The relatively more luxurious lifestyle of 
sedentary people affords them a life of ease. They do not carry weapons for 
protection and do not hunt for their sustenance. A feature of the sedentary 


lifestyle is that there are relevant authorities that provide protection. 
Furthermore, the division of labour is such that sustenance is provided for 
in sedentary life. Bedouin society, on the other hand, lacks the facilities 
available to their sedentary counterparts. They must necessarily hunt and 
carry weapons for their protection: 


They watch carefully all sides of the road. They take hurried naps only 
when they are together in company or when they are in the saddle. They 
pay attention to every faint barking and noise. They go alone into the 
desert, guided by their fortitude, putting their trust in themselves. 
Fortitude has become a character quality of theirs, and courage their 
nature. They use it whenever they are called upon or an alarm stirs 
them. When sedentary people mix with them in the desert or associate 
with them on a journey, they depend on them. They cannot do anything 
for themselves without them. This is an observed fact. (Their 
dependence extends) even to knowledge of the country, the (right) 


directions, watering places, and crossroads. !’ 


We have already noted Ibn Khaldiin’s views on the superiority of nomadic 
over sedentary groups in terms of morality and courage. He further notes 
that nomadic people also have the edge over sedentary people in terms of 
group feeling. Group feeling facilitates mutual defence and social activities. 
At the same time, every social group requires a power to exercise restraint 
over it. The superior ruler is the one with the stronger group feeling such 
that he can exert authority and command the obedience of the others in the 
group. This superiority is kingship (mu/k). If a particular tribe has several 
houses and, therefore, many group feelings, it is the superior or stronger 
group feeling that rules.!® 

Sedentary people are further disadvantaged because of their over-reliance 
on law. The nature of sedentary life is such that the majority of people are 
dominated by a minority. When this domination is accompanied by 
intimidation and injustice, it destroys the fortitude and power of resistance 
of the people. Punishment as a means of enforcing laws diminishes the 
fortitude of a people because of the humiliation that it brings about. For 
example, laws that are implemented with the objective to educate and 
instruct may unintentionally result in the lowering of fortitude because 
people come to rely more on rules and regulations rather than on their own 


abilities. In general, therefore, there is a higher degree of fortitude among 
the bedouin in comparison with sedentary societies. Ibn Khaldin notes 
exceptions such as the men around the Prophet Muhammad. They were 
known to be observant of the laws but had also great fortitude. This was 
because the restraining influence came from within, as a function of their 
faith and belief, rather than being imposed upon them from without.!° 
Unlike sedentary people, the bedouin are constituted by strong, tightly 
knit communities. Although the restraining influence among the bedouin 
tribes is derived from their leaders, their shaykhs, this is a function of the 
high degree of respect and veneration they generally enjoy among the 
tribesmen. The dwelling areas of the bedouins are defended against outside 
aggression by militia composed of the youths of the tribe who are well 
known for their courage. Their ability to defend and protect the bedouin 
depends very much on the degree to which they are a close group of 
common descent. This not only gives them greater courage, it causes them 
to be feared by their enemies since it is known that affection for the kin 
group is far more important than anything else. As Ibn Khaldtn notes, 
“compassion and affection for one’s blood relations and relatives exist in 
human nature as something God put into the hearts of men. It makes for 
mutual support and aid, and increases the fear felt by the enemy”.”” 
‘Asabiyyah has been the subject of much discussion and translated as a 
variety of terms, such as solidarity, group feeling, esprit de corps, group 
loyalty and blood binding.*! Perhaps which term we use is less important 
than understanding the meaning attached to the term. By ‘asabiyyah Ibn 
Khaldtin meant a sense of common cause and destiny, and the binding ties 
of loyalty that are founded to a great extent but not exclusively on blood 
ties. The solidarity derived from ‘asabiyyah gave internal cohesion to a 
group of leaders who were usually genealogically related and who strove 
together to found a dynasty.?* Ibn Khaldiin observed that there are three 
types of relationships that make up ‘asabiyyah. These are blood ties (silat 
al-rahim), clientship (wald’), and alliance (hilf).2? The type of ‘asabiyyah 
that is found in any given society is determined by the preponderance of 
each element. The most powerful type of ‘asabiyyah is the one that is 
founded on close blood ties. Such ‘asabiyyah creates the strongest feelings 
of solidarity and is the most powerful and reliable. This type of ‘asabivyah 
lasts only as long as the kinship factor in social ties remains important. As 


kinship declines, however, affiliation and clientship may take over as the 
more dominant factors in group relations, resulting in weaker forms of 
‘asabiyyah. 

‘Asabiyyah as a function of kinship ties is the most potent type. Social 
groups with stronger kinship ties have stronger ‘asabiyyah and are superior 
to the extent that their levels of mutual aid and affection are greater. Kinship 
ties yield ‘asabiyyah only if the idea of common descent is clear and 
unambiguous and manifests itself in the form of mutual aid and affection.** 
The leadership of a people is vested in those who are from the same descent 
group. In addition, the leader has the superior group feeling, which each 
individual in the group is ready to follow and obey.” This is because the 
leader has a house (a/-bayt) and the attribute of nobility (a/l-sharaf). The 
house and nobility are prerequisites of group feeling and effective 
leadership. 


This is because nobility and prestige are the result of (personal) 
qualities. A “house” means that a man counts noble and famous men 
among his forebears. The fact that he is their progeny and descendant 
gives him great standing among his fellows, for his fellows respect the 
great standing and nobility that his ancestors acquired through their 
(personal) qualities.”° 


This in turn facilitates mutual aid and affection. The knowledge of having 
noble ancestors and the prestige that such knowledge brings to members of 
the group serve to strengthen the group. 

The nature of sedentary life, on the other hand, is such that it causes an 
erosion of ‘asabiyyah to the extent that it results in the weakening of tribal 
affiliations. Nobility disappears and this goes along with the dissipation of 
group feeling.*”? When the group feeling and nobility of the ruling house 
diminish, their clients, followers and slaves who had attached themselves to 
that house may assume the house and nobility of their masters. In other 
words, it is a derived house and nobility, and not house and nobility that 
proceeds from their own kinship or blood ties.** Ibn Khaldiin gives the 
example of the Barmecides, who belonged to a Persian house but later 
became clients of the Abbasids. The factor that decided their nobility and 


rise to power was not their descent but their position as followers of the 


Abbasids.” 
The prestige (al-hasb), and along with that, the ability of a house to rule, 
generally lasts for no longer than four generations in one lineage. 


It reaches its end in a single family within four successive generations. 
This is as follows: The builder of the glory (of the family) knows what 
it cost him to do the work, and he keeps the qualities that created his 
glory and made it last. The son who comes after him had personal 
contact with his father and thus learned those things from him. 
However, he is inferior in this respect to (his father), in as much as a 
person who learns things through study is inferior to a person who 
knows them from practical application. The third generation must be 
content with imitation and, in particular, with reliance upon tradition. 
This member is inferior to him of the second generation, in as much as a 
person who relies (blindly) upon tradition is inferior to a person who 
exercises independent judgement. 

The fourth generation, then, is inferior to the preceding ones in every 
respect. This member has lost the qualities that preserved the edifice of 
their glory. He (actually) despises (those qualities). He imagines that the 
edifice was not built through application and effort. He thinks that it 
was something due his people from the very beginning by virtue of the 
mere fact of their (noble) descent, and not something that resulted from 
group (effort) and (individual) qualities. For he sees the great respect in 
which he is held by the people, but he does not know how that respect 
originated and what the reason for it was. He imagines that it 1s due to 
his descent and nothing else. He keeps away from those in whose group 
feeling he shares, thinking that he is better than they. He trusts that (they 
will obey him because) he was brought up to take their obedience for 
granted, and he does not know the qualities that made obedience 
necessary. Such qualities are humility (in dealing) with (such men) and 
respect for their feelings. Therefore, he considers them despicable, and 
they, in turn, revolt against him and despise him. They transfer 
(political) leadership from him and his direct lineage to some other 
related branch (of his tribe), in obedience to their group feeling, as we 
have stated. (They do so) after they have convinced themselves that the 
qualities of the (new leader) are satisfactory to them. His family then 


grows, whereas the family of the original (leader) decays and the edifice 
of his “house” collapses.°” 


The four generations can be described as the builder, the one who has 
personal contact with the builder, the one who relies on tradition, and the 
destroyer. Ibn Khaldtin believed that the rule of four generations generally 
held true, although it did happen that a house collapsed in fewer than four 
generations or managed to last for five or six generations in a state of 


decline and decay.?! 

Once a house declines, another from among the same descent may arise 
to take its place. The ultimate end of group feeling is the attainment of rule 
via kingship. The tribe that represents the group with the superior group 
feeling may attain kingship either by acquiring actual and direct control of 
the state or providing assistance to the ruling dynasty. For a people whose 
group feeling remains resilient, kingship may be transferred from one 
branch of the people to another. Kingship “continues in a particular nation 
until the force of the group feeling of (that nation) is broken and gone, or 
until all its groups have ceased to exist”.** Therefore, kingship in a 
particular nation (ummah) remains within that nation until the group feeling 
of the entire nation diminishes: 


This can be illustrated by what happened among the nations. When the 
royal authority of ‘Ad was wiped out, their brethren, the Thamiid, took 
over. They were succeeded, in turn, by their brethren, the Amalekites. 
The Amalekites were succeeded by their brethren, the Himyar. The 
Himyar were succeeded by their brethren, the Tubba‘s, who belonged to 
the Himyar. They, likewise, were succeeded, by the Adhwa’. Then, the 
Mudar came to power. 

The same was the case with the Persians. When the Kayyanid rule 
was wiped out, the Sassanians ruled after them. Eventually, God 
permitted them all to be destroyed by the Muslims. 

The same was also the case with the Greeks. Their rule was wiped 
out and transferred to their brethren, the Rim (Romans). 

The same was the case with the Berbers in the Maghrib. When the 
rule of their first rulers, the Maghrawah and the Kutamah, was wiped 
out, it went to the Sinhajah. Then it went to the Veiled (Sinhajah), then 
to the Masmiudah, and then to the (still) remaining Zanatah groups. 


This is how God proceeds with His servants and creatures. 

All this has its origin in group feeling, which differs in the different 
groups. Luxury wears out the royal authority and overthrows it, as we 
shall mention later on. When a dynasty is wiped out, the power is taken 
(away) from (the members of that dynasty) by those people whose 
group feeling has a share in the (established) group feeling, since it is 
recognized that submission and subservience (by others) belong to (the 
established group feeling) and since people are used to the fact that (the 
established group feeling) has superiority over all other group feelings. 
(The same group feeling,) now, exists only in those people who are 
closely related (to the outgoing dynasty), because group feeling 1s 
proportionate to the degree of relationship. (It goes on that way until,) 
eventually, a great change takes place in the world, such as the 
transformation of a religion, or the disappearance of a civilization, or 
something else willed by the power of God. Then, royal authority is 
transferred from one group to another — to the one that God permits to 
effect that change. This happened to the Mudar. They gained superiority 
over nations and dynasties, and took power away from all the people of 
the world, after having themselves been kept out of power for ages.°° 


Once a particular group establishes its superiority over other groups of the 
same people who share in that group feeling, it then is able to establish its 
superiority over other group feelings. If it succeeds in overpowering another 
people, the two group feelings come into close contact with each other, with 
the defeated group feeling providing additional strength to the victorious 
group feeling. As the ruling dynasty grows senile and declines, and if there 
is no one from among those who share in its group feeling to defend it, the 
new group feeling assumes rule and attains kingship.*4 

Once a dynasty is in power, it dispenses with and marginalizes the very 
group feeling that facilitated its rise to power and establishment. In a state 
in which kingship has been exercised over several generations and through 
different dynasties, the leaders are followed for their own personal 
attributes rather than for reasons to do with group feeling. In dispensing 
with group feeling, the rulers then resort to rule with the aid of clients who 
belong to groups that have different lineages. For example, the Abbasids 
under al-Mu‘tasim and his son al-Wathiq ruled with the help of the 
Persians, Turks, Daylams, Seljuks and others as their clients. As was typical 


of such arrangements, in time the clients gradually gained control of 
provincial areas until the caliphs retained control of only Baghdad before 
the dynasty finally disintegrated.*> In other words, the ruler eventually turns 
against his own people. Once the dynasty is established, the people of his 
own group feeling are brought into the administrative services of the state. 
They, however, pose a danger to him as they are potential usurpers. He 
therefore feels the need to be independent of the people of his group 
feeling. These positions are substituted by clients and followers who are 
brought into the inner circle and given important positions in the 
administrative services of the state.*° 

Ibn Khaldiin discusses two ways in which ‘asabiyyah is eroded. One is 
where the second generation of the ruling tribe that founded the dynasty 
becomes assimilated into sedentary culture and urban living, which 
involves a life of relative luxury and the development of a kind of sedentary 
indolence. As the ruling tribe settles to a life of sedentary existence, a 
hierarchy also develops among them, with some having political office or 
land and others having lesser positions, authority and property. In sum, the 
ruling tribe experiences a change “from the desert attitude to sedentary 
culture, from privation to luxury, from a state in which everybody shared in 
the glory to one in which one man claims all the glory for himself while the 
others are too lazy to strive for (glory), and from proud superiority to 
humble subservience. Thus, the vigour of group feeling is broken to some 
extent”, and is dissipated by the third generation.*’ Ibn Khaldiin sees luxury 
as a crucial factor impeding the ability to rule: 


The reason for this is that, when a tribe has achieved a certain measure 
of superiority with the help of its group feeling, it gains control over a 
corresponding amount of wealth and comes to share prosperity and 
abundance with those who have been in possession of these things (for a 
long time). It shares in them to the degree of its power and usefulness to 
the ruling dynasty. If the ruling dynasty is so strong that no one would 
think of depriving it of its power or sharing (its power) with it, the tribe 
in question submits to its rule and is satisfied with whatever share in the 
dynasty’s wealth and tax revenue it is permitted to enjoy. Hopes would 
not go so high as to (think of) the royal prerogatives or ways to obtain 
the (royal authority. Members of the tribe) are merely concerned with 
prosperity, gain, and a life of abundance. (They are satisfied) to lead an 


easy, restful life in the shadow of the ruling dynasty, and to adopt royal 
habits in building and dress, a matter they stress and in which they take 
more and more pride, the more luxuries and plenty they obtain, as well 


as all the other things that go with luxury and plenty.*® 


The result is the loss of the toughness of desert life and the weakening of 
‘asabiyyah, fortitude and courage. 

The second way in which ‘asabiyyah declines is when the tribal 
chieftain, now a ruler of a new dynasty, attempts to dispense with 
‘asabiyyah. He takes measures to alienate his tribesmen by excluding them 
from important offices and positions. This comes from the realization that 
members of the ruling tribe are potential usurpers of power. Thus, the “ruler 
gains complete control over his people, claims royal authority all for 
himself, excluding them; and prevents them from trying to have a share in 
it”.°? The ruler instead rules with the help of other tribal groups and 
develops a patron—client relationship with them. 

In Ibn Khalditin’s theory, religion has the function of supplementing the 
power and authority that a dynasty obtains from ‘asabiyyah. Religion does 
this by creating a zealousness that enables the people who share in a group 
feeling to transcend jealousies and inspire them to fight for common goals. 
The lethal combination of ‘asabiyyah and religion enables the group to fight 
against and even defeat armies many times their size.*? Ibn Khaldin is 
careful to point out that as potent a force as religion is, it still requires the 
support of group feeling if it is to play a role in state formation. He quotes 
the hadith of the Prophet, “God sent no prophet who did not enjoy the 
protection of his people”, to support this idea.*! 

Ibn Khaldtn further observes that for the Arabs, religion seemed to be a 
necessary condition for them to obtain kingship and establish a dynasty. 


The reason for this is that because of their savagery, the Arabs are the 
least willing of nations to subordinate themselves to each other, as they 
are rude, proud, ambitious, and eager to be the leader. Their individual 
aspirations rarely coincide. But when there is religion (among them) 
through prophecy or sainthood, then they have some restraining 
influence in themselves. The qualities of haughtiness and jealousy leave 
them. It is, then, easy for them to subordinate themselves and to unite 
(as a social organization). This is achieved by the common religion they 


now have. It causes rudeness and pride to disappear and exercises a 
restraining influence on their mutual envy and jealousy. When there is a 
prophet or saint among them, who calls upon them to fulfill the 
commands of God and rids them of blameworthy qualities and causes 
them to adopt praiseworthy ones, and who has them concentrate all their 
strength in order to make the truth prevail, they become fully united (as 
a social organization) and obtain superiority and royal authority. 
Besides, no people are as quick (as the Arabs) to accept (religious) truth 
and right guidance, because their natures have been preserved free from 
distorted habits and uncontaminated by base character qualities.*” 


Because of the nature of sedentary society, the characteristics of nomadic 
life that facilitated the establishment and consolidation of the dynasty, that 
is, an austere lifestyle, morality, courage and fortitude, diminish. Sedentary 
life is the last stage of society, during which time it begins to decay.*? Once 
decay sets in, it cannot be reversed.** Although kingship is very much a 
product of group feeling, the role of economic factors is given a great deal 
of attention by Ibn Khaldin. In fact, the decline of a dynasty is an outcome 
of the erosion of group feeling as it interacts with economic factors. During 
the early years of a dynasty, the ruling class develops a taste for luxury. The 
envy of the ruler towards his family and relatives who share in his group 
feeling leads to their being alienated. As they are seen by him to be 
potential usurpers of power, they are marginalized and even eliminated. The 
ruler elevates in their place an inner circle of clients and followers among 
whom a new group feeling develops. This new group feeling, however, 
lacks the force of the older one as it is not founded on kinship ties.*° Ibn 
Khaldtn continues: 


The ruler thus isolates himself from his family and helpers, those who 
have natural affection (for him). This (in turn) is sensed by the people of 
other groups. Very naturally, they become audacious vis-a-vis the ruler 
and his inner circle. Therefore, the ruler destroys them and persecutes 
and kills them, one after the other. The later people of the dynasty 
follow the tradition of the former in that respect. In addition, they are 
exposed to the detrimental effect of luxury that we have mentioned 
before. Thus, destruction comes upon them through luxury and through 
being killed. Eventually, they no longer have the coloring of (their) 


group feeling. They forget the affection and strength that (used to) go 
with it. They become hirelings for the military protection (of the 
dynasty). They thus become few in number. As a consequence, the 
militia settled in the remote and frontier regions becomes numerically 
weak. This, then, emboldens the subjects in the remote regions to 
abandon the cause (of the dynasty) there. Rebels who are members of 
the ruling family and other (types of rebels) go out to these remote 
regions. They hope that under these circumstances, they will be able to 
reach their goal by obtaining a following among the inhabitants of the 
remote regions of the realm. (They hope that) they will be secure from 
capture by the (government) militia. This (process) keeps on and the 
authority of the ruling dynasty continues gradually to shrink until the 
rebels reach places extremely close to the center of the dynasty. The 
dynasty then often splits into two or three dynasties, depending on its 
original strength, as we have stated. People who do not share in the 
group feeling of (the dynasty) take charge of its affairs, though they 
obey the people who do share in the group feeling of (the dynasty) and 
accept their acknowledged superiority.*° 


An example is the Umayyads. At one time the rule of the Umayyads 
extended to Andalusia, India and China. As their group feeling eroded, they 
were replaced by the Abbasids who marginalized and eliminated the 
descendants of Abt Talib, the ‘Alids, thereby destroying the previous group 
feeling. The Abbasid dynasty itself split into a number of dynasties as the 
Aghlabids in Ifriqiya and the Andalusians developed their own followings 
in these areas.*’ 

When a ruling dynasty is at an advanced stage of disintegration, the rise 
of a new dynasty may take place in one of two ways. One is when 
provincial governors of the disintegrating dynasty gain control of the 
outlying areas, founding new dynasties there. For example, in Andalusia, 
the Umayyad dynasty disintegrated into several principalities or tawa if, 
ruled by former Umayyad provincial governors. When the Abbasids were at 
an advanced stage of decay, the Samanids took control of the outer regions 
such as Transoxiana, the Hamdanids of Mosul and Syria, and the Tulunids 
of Egypt. The second way that a new dynasty emerges is when rebels from 
a neighbouring nation and tribe, riding on the prestige of their own group 
feelings, conquer a decaying state.*® 


Authority and the economy 


The distinction that Ibn Khaldtin makes between caliphate authority 
(khilafah) and kingship is an important sociological contribution. The 
exercise of caliphate authority meant that the ruler was able: 


to cause the masses to act as required by religious insight into their 
interests into the other world as well as in this world. (The worldly 
interests) have bearing upon (the interests in the other world), since 
according to the Lawgiver (Muhammad), all worldly conditions are to 
be considered in their relation to their value for the other world. Thus, 
(the caliphate) in reality substitutes for the Lawgiver (Muhammad), in 
as much as it serves, like him, to protect the religion and to exercise 
(political) leadership of the world.*” 


Kingship, on the other hand, refers to the ability to rule by force: 


We have also mentioned before that according to their nature, human 
beings need someone to act as a restraining influence and mediator in 
every social organization, in order to keep the members from (fighting) 
with each other. That person must, by necessity, have superiority over 
the others in the matter of group feeling. If not, his power to (exercise a 
restraining influence) could not materialize.°° 


Kingship for Ibn Khaldiin is something natural and inevitable. Once the 
stage of social organization has been reached, there is the need for a 
restraining influence to be exercised over humans owing to their being 
naturally aggressive and unjust. 


The weapons made for the defense of human beings against the 
aggressiveness of dumb animals do not suffice against the 
aggressiveness of man to man, because all of them possess those 
weapons. Thus, something else is needed for defense against the 
aggressiveness of human beings toward each other. It could not come 
from outside, because all the other animals fall short of human 
perceptions and inspiration. The person who exercises a restraining 
influence, therefore, must be one of themselves.>! 


Kingship refers to the ability to dominate over humans and to have power 
and authority over them, in order to restrain one against the other. Kingship 
is a natural quality of humans and absolutely necessary to their survival. 

Ibn Khaldtn makes a distinction between two types of kingship: mulk 
siyadsit (royal authority) and mulk tabi‘ (unbridled kingship).°? Royal 
authority is kingship that “causes the masses to act as required by 
intellectual (rational) insight into the means of furthering their worldly 
interests and avoiding anything that is harmful (in that respect)”.°* In royal 
authority, life is not regulated according to the “bon plaisir” of the ruler.°4 
When authority is combined with a strong and intact ‘asabiyyah — that is, 
when power wielded by the ruler is founded not on unbridled kingship but 
on the acceptance of his legitimacy — it is royal authority. As ‘asabiyyah 
disintegrates and the element of kinship is replaced by alliance and 
clientship, another kind of authority is established, that is, natural or 
unbridled kingship. Unbridled kingship “causes the masses to act as 
required by purpose and desire (of the rulers)”.>° It is a type of authority 
that is wielded by force in which the private interests of the ruler are 
prioritized and the well-being of the public is of secondary importance.>° 

In Ibn Khaldtin’s theory of the rise and decline of states, there is a close 
relationship between politics and economy. The decline of a dynasty is not 
only a social-psychological phenomenon involving the dissipation of group 
feeling. Wealth interacts with the functions of the state in ways that are 
peculiar to the declining phase of the dynasty. Kingship calls for a luxurious 
lifestyle that requires ever-increasing expenditure on salaries and 
allowances. As the expectations of the military elite continue to grow, the 
ruler is under pressure to increase taxes and duties and may even resort to 
the confiscation of property. 

Ibn Khaldiin’s account of the interplay between economy and polity, as 
noted by Ernest Gellner, reminds one of a Keynesian-type notion of the 
multiplier.’ Ibn Khaldiin, however, does not blame the middle class for 
inadequate aggregate demand, but rather the governmental propensity to 
save at a time of weak private investment: 


Now, if the ruler holds on to property and revenue, or they are lost or 
not properly used by him, then the property in the possession of the 
ruler’s entourage will be small. The gifts which they, in their turn, had 


used to give to their entourage and people, stop, and all their 
expenditures are cut down. They constitute the greatest number of 
people (who make expenditures), and their expenditures provide more 
of the substance of trade than (the expenditures of) any other (group of 
people). Thus (when they stop spending), business slumps and 
commercial profits decline because of the shortage of capital. Revenues 
from the land tax decrease, because the land tax and taxation (in 
general) depend on cultural activity, commercial transactions, business 
prosperity, and the people’s demand for gain and profit. It is the dynasty 
that suffers from the situation and that has a deficit, because under these 
circumstances the property of the ruler decreases in consequence of the 
decrease in revenues from the land tax. As we have stated, the dynasty 
is the greatest market, the mother and base of all trade. (It is the market 
that provides) the substance of income and expenditures (for trade). If 
government business slumps and the volume of trade is small, the 
dependent markets will naturally show the same symptoms, and to a 
greater degree. Furthermore, money circulates between subjects and 
ruler, moving back and forth. Now, if the ruler keeps it to himself, it is 
lost to the subjects.°° 


There is a strong correlation between the political down-cycle of a dynasty 
and the economic down-cycle. In the early stages of the dynasty, taxation 
produces larger revenues from relatively smaller assessments. Towards the 
end of a dynasty the reverse holds true. During the early years of a dynasty, 
taxes are limited to those required by religious law. In its later stages, the 
rulers emulate the sedentary lifestyle of their predecessors and increase 
taxes and duties in order to obtain higher tax revenue.°? There comes a 
point where the assessments increase beyond what is equitable, resulting in 
a halt to economically productive activities. Tax revenues in turn decrease 
and individual imposts are increased to make up the difference, further 
exacerbating the downturn in production. In periods of kingship of the 
unbridled type, people are in constant danger of having forced labour, duties 
not required by Islamic law, imposed upon them, and their property 
confiscated. 

The interplay between the economy and politics is described by Ibn 
Khaldtn: 


The ruler, then, must impose duties on articles sold in the markets, in 
order to improve his revenues. (He does so,) because he sees the luxury 
of the urban population testifying to their prosperity, and because he 
needs the money for the expenditures of his government and the salaries 
of his soldiers. Habits of luxury, then, further increase. The customs 
duties no longer pay for them. The dynasty, by this time, is flourishing 
in its power and its forceful hold over the subjects under its control. Its 
hand reaches out to seize some of the property of the subjects, either 
through customs duties, or through commercial transactions, or, in some 
cases, merely by hostile acts directed against (property holdings), on 
some pretext or even with none. 

At this stage, the soldiers have already grown bold against the 
dynasty, because it has become weak and senile, as far as its group 
feeling is concerned. (The dynasty) expects that from them, and 
attempts to remedy and smooth over the situation through generous 
allowances and much spending for (the soldiers). It cannot get around 
that. 

At this stage, the tax collectors in the dynasty have acquired much 
wealth, because vast revenues are in their hands and their position has 
widened in importance for this reason. Suspicions of having 
appropriated tax money, therefore, attach to them. It becomes common 
for one tax collector to denounce another, because of their mutual 
jealousy and envy. One after another is deprived of his money by 
confiscation and torture. Eventually, their wealth is gone, and they are 
ruined. The dynasty loses the pomp and magnificence it had possessed 
through them. 

After their prosperity is destroyed, the dynasty goes farther afield and 
approaches its other wealthy subjects. At this stage, feebleness has 
already afflicted its (former) might. (The dynasty) has become too weak 
to retain its power and forceful hold. The policy of the ruler, at this time, 
is to handle matters diplomatically by spending money. He considers 
this more advantageous than the sword, which 1s of little use. His need 
for money grows beyond what is needed for expenditures and soldiers’ 
salaries. He never gets enough. Senility affects the dynasty more and 
more. The people of (other) regions grow bold against it. 

At each of these stages, the strength of the dynasty crumbles. 
Eventually, it reaches complete ruin. It is open to domination by (any) 


aggressor. Anyone who wants to attack it can take it away from those 
who support it. If this does not occur, it will continue to dwindle and 
finally disappear — like the wick of a lamp when the oil is exhausted, 
and it goes out.®! 


Towards applying Ibn Khaldin 


Ibn Khaldtn worked out an elaborate theoretical scheme that he abstracted 
from the facts of the history of North Africa and the East. His objective was 
to understand the dynamics of the rise and decline of states. The main 
features of his theory can be summarized as follows. 

Strong ‘asabiyyah or group feeling is a prerequisite for a group to found 
a house with the attribute of nobility (sharaf). Only such houses are able to 
found a dynasty. Various dominant group feelings may compete until one 
emerges victorious. The superiority of a group feeling is materially 
expressed in terms of kingship. The idea of group feeling or social cohesion 
conveyed by the term ‘asabiyyah is partly derived from agnatic ties in tribal 
social organizations. All tribal groups have stronger or weaker ‘asabiyyah 
based on kinship. But pastoral nomadic tribes have the edge in terms of the 
strength of their ‘asabiyyah. Living in the desert bestows upon the bedouin 
positive qualities such as courage and fortitude. These qualities are 
enhanced by the high degree of ‘asabiyyah that the nomads have. What 
makes ‘asabiyyah so potent as a social and political force is that it is a form 
of solidarity or social cohesion that is founded on the knowledge of its 
members that they share a common descent. Ibn Khaldiin believed that the 
form of solidarity based on ‘asabiyyah was far more powerful and effective 
than other forms of solidarity. The stronger the ‘asabiyyah, the more closely 
knit the group and the greater the degree of mutual support and aid. The 
‘asabiyyah of the bedouin was more intact than that of sedentary people, 
giving them a higher degree of fortitude and mutual support. However, the 
‘asabiyyah of the new dynasty and its social network of family members 
and tribes tends to dissipate once the people become sedentarized for 
various reasons that have to do with the nature of sedentary life. 

The interaction between religion and ‘asabiyyah was noted by Ibn 
Khaldtn. Religion had been instrumental in creating a kind of trans-tribal 
‘asabiyyah. This was true of the Arab tribes of the Arabian peninsula during 
the time of the Prophet Muhammad, who subordinated their individual 


group feelings to religion and united on a trans-tribal basis. Contributing to 
the social psychological dimension of ‘asabiyyah is the authority enjoyed 
by the chieftain as a result of his control over resources derived from profits 
from trade and appropriation from raiding activities. For Ibn Khaldtn, then, 
‘asabiyyah (1) referred to kinship ties; (2) was buttressed by a socially 
cohesive religion such as Islam, which provided a shared orientation and 
legitimized the leader’s aspirations for power and authority; and (3) was 
characterized by the strength of the leader being derived from trade, booty, 
pillage and conquest. 

Ibn Khaldtn was, of course, referring to tribal groups for which 
‘asabiyyah had a specific meaning: that is, the feeling of solidarity or 
cohesion among the members of a group that is derived from the knowledge 
that they share a common descent. The ‘asabiyyah of the bedouin was held 
to be stronger and this enabled them to militarily and morally defeat 
sedentary people, those settled in and around urban areas, and establish 
their own dynasties. After a new dynasty was established, however, the 
ruling tribesmen gradually became absorbed into a sedentary lifestyle and 
experienced an erosion of their ‘asabiyyah. In other words, sedentary life 
was antithetical to a strong ‘asabiyyah and had the effect of reducing the 
strength of group feeling. With the reduction in group feeling went the 
military strength of the tribesmen and the dynasty they supported. Their 
ability to rule was compromised. 

The cycle is completed when the dynasty is conquered by a group of pre- 
sedentary tribes with their ‘asabiyyah intact, who replace the weaker, 
sedentarized ones. A dynasty generally lasts for four generations. Power 
may transfer within a nation to another group that shares in the same group 
feeling, or kingship may be passed on to an entirely new people. The ruling 
tribes and elites are replaced on a cyclical basis but the system remains 
stable. This is the nature of the Khaldinian cycle. 

The objective of this book is to apply Khaldtnian theory to cases other 
than those dealt with by Ibn Khaldiin in the Mugaddimah and the rest of the 
Kitab al-’Ibar. Ibn Khaldtin bequeathed to us a model that may serve as a 
reference point for the study of society, possibly an alternative to European 
and American theoretical models.°* This requires our having a certain 
attitude towards Ibn Khaldiin’s work, an attitude according to which we 
may “lift Ibn Khaldiin from his time’”,®’ and consider merging his ideas and 
concepts with those of the modern social sciences. Doing this also requires 


that we distinguish the general categories developed by Ibn Khaldtin from 
those that he applied to the specific case of the history of the Maghrib.* 

The application of the theory requires a detailed account of it, such as the 
one presented above, as well as attention to ideas and concepts not 
addressed by Ibn Khaldtn but which are deemed necessary to the 
application. For example, Ibn Khalditin does not conceptualize the economic 
systems of the dynasties or regions he deals with. A definition of the 
economic systems of the states to which we are applying Ibn Khaldin’s 
theory may allow us to better explain the rise and decline of dynasties 
within the Khaldtinian framework. It would help to provide the relevant 
economic context of the function of ‘asabiyyah and kingship, and the 
wielding of royal authority. This can be achieved by, for example, 
introducing the concept of mode of production into the application of the 
Khaldinian framework to Ottoman and Safavid history to provide the 
economic base in which ‘asabiyyah and authority operate. These will be 
presented and elaborated in Chapters 6 and 7. In the next chapter, however, 
I turn to a discussion on why a systematic Khaldinian sociology did not 
develop in the modern period. 


3. ~=Ibn Khaldiin and modern sociology 


An aborted tradition 


Ibn Khaldin has not been taken seriously enough by the various disciplines 
in the social sciences, particularly sociology, of which, it is often claimed, 
he is the founder. This is true both of the West and the Muslim world. While 
it is not true that there were no followers of Ibn Khaldtin in the Muslim 
world and in pre-modern times, a Khaldinian tradition in the science of 
human society, as Ibn Khaldiin called it, or the modern social sciences, 
never developed. In the modern period, when there was more interest in Ibn 
Khaldtin, his works were generally not seen as sources of theories and 
concepts to be applied to the study of historical and contemporary empirical 
realities. Although Ibn Khaldiin has been hailed in many quarters as a 
precursor and founder of sociology, a Khaldinian sociology has yet to 
develop. 

I suggest that a serious obstacle to the development of a Khaldinian 
sociology is the Eurocentric nature of social science education in most of 
the world. Eurocentrism defines the content of education in such a way that 
the origins of the social sciences and the question of alternative points of 
view are not thematized. It is this lack of thematization that makes it highly 
unlikely that the works of non-European thinkers such as Ibn Khaldin 
would be given the same attention as European and American social 
theorists such as Marx, Weber, Durkheim and others. Eurocentrism is a 
thought-style that is not restricted to Europeans. The social sciences are 
taught in the Third World in a Eurocentric manner. In the Muslim world, 
this has contributed to the alienation of social scientists from their scholarly 
tradition. Courses in sociology and the other social sciences generally do 
not attempt to correct the Eurocentric bias by introducing non-Western 
thinkers such as Ibn Khaldin. In this chapter I show how Eurocentrism and 
the resulting marginalization of non-Western ideas in the history and 


teaching of sociology obstruct the emergence of a Khaldiinian social theory 
and suggest what conditions must be fulfilled in order that Khaldinian 
sociology may develop. 

After an account of the Western discovery of Ibn Khaldin, I will explain 
how the prevalence of Eurocentrism in the social sciences functions to 
obstruct the development of a Khaldiinian perspective in mainstream 
sociology. I then turn to a discussion of one reaction to Eurocentrism in the 
Muslim world: that is, the Islamization of knowledge project. This project 
had generally failed to consider and systematically develop Ibn Khaldtn as 
an exemplar for an alternative sociology founded on the Islamic tradition. 
As a result, a Khaldtinian sociology remains virtually undeveloped in both 
mainstream social science and what is referred to as Islamic sociology. 


The western discovery of Ibn Khaldin 


Ibn Khaldin’s first appearance in Europe can be traced to 1636, to a Latin 
translation of Ibn ‘Arabshah’s Fi Akhbar Taymur ‘Aja’ib al-Maqdiir (Viate 
et rerum gestarum Timuri, qui vulgo Tamerlanes dicitur, Historia). In this 
work ‘Arabshah mentions the historic meeting between Ibn Khaldiin and 
Tamerlane, the Mongol warrior and conqueror.! In the latter part of the 
seventeenth century a biography of Ibn Khaldiin appeared in d’Herbelot’s 
Bibliotheque Orientale.* However, it was then more than 100 years before 
translations of Ibn Khaldtin appeared. A French translation of extracts of 
Ibn Khaldiin’s works, undertaken by Silvestre de Sacy, appeared in 1810.° 
Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall published extracts of the Mugaddimah in 
German (1818, 1822).* William MacGuckin de Slane’s French translation 
of the Mugaddimah appeared between 1862 and 1868.° The incorporation 
of Ibn Khaldiin into modern social science is incomplete. There was more 
serious attention to Ibn Khaldiin in mainstream sociology in the nineteenth 
century than there is today. Several Western scholars in the nineteenth 
century recognized Ibn Khaldin as a founder of sociology.® 

In conflict theorists such as Ludwig Gumplowicz (1838-1909) and Franz 
Oppenheimer (1864—1943), we find more serious students of Ibn Khaldin. 
In his Sociological Essays, Gumplowicz devoted an entire chapter to Ibn 
Khaldin, referring to him as an Arab sociologist of the fourteenth century. 
Oppenheimer was referred to by Becker and Barnes as the “reviver of Ibn 


Khaldiin”.’ Becker and Barnes themselves, in their chapter titled “Struggle 
over ‘The Struggle for Existence’”’, recognized him as an early conflict 
theorist and one “who emphasized causal principles in history at a time 
when ‘providential’ viewpoints everywhere held sway’”.® They had also 
referred to Ibn Khalditin as the first writer, after Polybius, to apply the 
equivalent of modern ideas in historical sociology.’ 

An interesting example of the European revival of Ibn Khalditn that has 
implications for the attempt to incorporate Ibn Khaldin’s ideas into the 
modern social sciences is an article by the Spanish philosopher José Ortega 
y Gasset, appearing in 1934: “Ibn Khaldin reveals the secret to us: thoughts 
on North Africa”. Ortega reflects on Melilla, a city in North Africa, 
conquered by the Spaniards at the end of the fifteenth century. For Ortega, 
what presented itself as an intellectual problem was the fact that Melilla 
was for centuries, up to his own time, enclosed within its own walls, having 
no relations or only hostile relations with the countryside.!? Ortega says that 
Europeans had to ask a native of Africa for the solution to the problem. The 
answer could not come from Europeans, who operated according to a 
different conception of history from that required for understanding Africa. 
But despite their having studied and written historical books, native 
Africans were generally not thinkers.'! Ibn Khaldin is then named by 
Ortega as an eminent exception, who has a clear and insightful mind in the 
way of the Greeks. 

Ibn Khaldtin reveals to us that the apparent chaos of events in North 
Africa can be understood in terms of the coexistence of two ways of life: 
the nomadic and sedentary.'* Ortega notes that for Ibn Khaldiin state and 
society in North Africa are radically separated. Herein lies the secret of 
historical change. Two completely different human types create each social 
group. Government is created by nomadic groups while society is the 
creation of sedentary peoples. The nomads, with a higher level of moral 
discipline and greater courage, are able to get the better of sedentary people 
and take control of cities. They create states. But the states they found are 
transitory because the nomads in the cities become infected by the “virus of 
softness”.!> The weakened, sedentarized nomads are now at the mercy of 
fresh supplies of nomadic invaders. The process is repeated every three 
generations or about 120 years.!* This is the basis of Ibn Khaldiin’s 


philosophy of history which Ortega regarded at the same time as the first 
sociology. !> 

The secrets revealed to us by Ibn Khaldiin are useful not only for the 
understanding of Melilla and its relationship with the countryside; they can 
also tell us something about life in Spain itself. For example, Castile has 
elements of Berber culture. The house of the Castilian peasant is similar to 
the kabylia house and the form of dress bears resemblance to the djelaba.'® 
Ortega also suggests that Ibn Khaldiin’s theory can be applied to the rise of 
the Wahhabi movement in the Arabian peninsula. Ortega was wrong in 
attributing the extremist orientation of the Wahhabi movement to Islam 
itself. He says: 


The Muhammadan faith is instrinsically polemic, warring. First of all, 
they believe that others have no right to believe what they believe not. 
Rather than monotheism the psychologically exact name of this religion 
should be “non-polytheism”. Within Muhammadanism there are 


periodically new forms of archi-puritanism. One of them is Wahhabism 
17 


Clearly, Ortega here betrays an Orientalist understanding of Islam. 
Nevertheless, he was correct about the utility of Ibn Khaldtin’s theory for 
our understanding the rise of the Saudi Wahhabi state and the role of 
Wahhabi orientations in that.!® 

Although we may speak of the beginnings of a modern Khaldtnian 
sociological tradition if we refer to the works of scholars such as 
Oppenheimer and Ortega, or those who came after them such as Lacoste 
and Gellner,!? this tradition has yet to develop, whether in the Muslim 
world or in the West. 

As the modern social sciences spread across the Arab world from the 
nineteenth century onwards, there were a handful of Muslim and Western 
scholars who began to use Khaldunian categories to study the historical and 
contemporary realities of their societies. Among the Muslims influenced by 
Ibn Khaldtn were the reformers Jamal al-Din al-Afghant, Muhammad 
‘Abduh and Rashid Rida.2° In our times, scholars such as Muhammad 
‘Abid al-Jabiri and Ali Oumlil have attempted to understand Ibn Khaldiin’s 
thought in a non-Eurocentric manner.*! While these studies are not 


applications of Ibn Khaldun to historical or empirical contexts, they are 
nevertheless important theoretical appraisals of his work that seek to 
understand Ibn Khalditin in terms of the categories and concepts of his own 
time, a prerequisite for any serious attempt to develop such Khaldinian 
applications. Western scholars who have attempted applications of 
Khaldtinian theory to Muslim history and society include Ernest Gellner 
and Yves Lacoste. 

Becker and Barnes, in their Social Thought from Lore to Science, first 
published in 1938, devote many pages to a discussion of the ideas of Ibn 
Khaldtin, recognizing that he was the first to apply modern-like ideas in 
historical sociology.** Perhaps the most important contribution of Ibn 
Khaldin was summed up by Barnes as follows: 


But the most important of the innovations of this interesting writer was 
his grasp of the unity and continuity of the historical process. In sharp 
contrast to the static conceptions of the prevailing Christian 
historiography, he grasped the fundamental conception that the stages of 
civilization are always in a constant process of change, like the life of 
the individual. He pointed out clearly the co-operation of psychic and 
environmental factors in this process of historical development. All in 
all, Khaldun, rather than Vico, has the best claim to the honor of having 
founded the philosophy of history, and his view of the factors involved 
in the historical process was sounder and more modern than that of the 
Italian of three centuries later.7° 


Baali cites Sorokin, Gumplowicz, Barnes and Becker as being among those 
who recognize the Arabic contribution to the field of sociology.”4 

Ibn Khalditin has been compared with many Western scholars who lived 
after him but who were said to have originated similar ideas. Let us 
consider the parallels between Ibn Khaldiin and Auguste Comte (1798— 
1857), the founding father of sociology, as discussed by Baali.”> 


1 Each believed that they had created something new. Ibn Khaldin 
called his new science ‘ilm al-‘umran al-bashari (the science of 
civilization) or ‘i/m al-ijtimd ‘ al-insani (the science of human society), 
whereas Comte called it sociology. 


2 Comte wanted to emancipate society from theological and 
metaphysical conceptions. Similarly, Ibn Khaldiin aimed to purge the 
study of society of metaphysical explanations and emphasized 
objective and reliable information. 

3 Both attempted to discover laws of social life. Therefore, they 
understood their respective disciplines as being predictive. 

4 They both believed that it was necessary to have knowledge of the past 
in order to understand the present: that is, the historical method. 

5 Both emphasized a historical method and did not propose statistical 
methods. 

6 Both distinguished their sciences from what preceded them. 

7 Both believed that human nature is the same everywhere. 

8 Both recognized the importance of social change. 


The obvious question that arises, which was raised by Baali, is: was Comte 
familiar with the writings of Ibn Khaldtin? 

Theories as to how Comte may have come to know of the works of Ibn 
Khaldtn include: that Comte would have come across the French 
translations noted above; that he would have heard of Ibn Khaldiin through 
his Egyptian students; that he had read Montesquieu, who had read Ibn 
Khaldtn in the original Arabic. But it is only speculation that Comte was 
indirectly influenced by Ibn Khaldin. 

The possibility of the influence of Ibn Khaldtin on Marx and Engels has 
been discussed elsewhere.*° Some assumptions can be made as to how 
Engels may have come to know of the works of Ibn Khaldtin: he, like 
Comte, may have come across the French translations; he may have heard 
of Ibn Khaldtn through Marx, as Marx cited de Slane’s translation in some 
reading notes he made on Algeria in the early 1880s;*’ and Engels describes 
cyclical change in his reading of European history prior to the medieval 
period, quite similar to that of Ibn Khaldtn. 

In a footnote from 1894—95, Engels makes a classic Orientalist statement 
in his contrast between Christianity and Islam: 


Islam is a religion adapted to Orientals, especially Arabs, i.e., on one 
hand to townsmen engaged in trade and industry, on the other to 
nomadic bedouins. Therein lies, however, the embryo of a periodically 
recurring collision. The townspeople grow rich, luxurious and lax in the 


observation of the “law”. The bedouins, poor and hence of strict morals, 
contemplate with envy and covetousness these riches and pleasures. 
Then they unite under a prophet, a Mahdi, to chastise the apostates and 
restore the observation of the ritual and the true faith and to appropriate 
in recompense the treasures of the renegades. In a hundred years they 
are naturally in the same position as the renegades were: a new purge of 
the faith is required, a new Mahdi arises and the game starts again from 
the beginning. That is what happened from the conquest campaigns of 
the African Almoravids and the Almohads in Spain to the last Mahdi of 
Khartoum who so successfully thwarted the English. It happened in the 
same way or similarly with the risings in Persia and other Mohammedan 
countries. All these movements are clothed in religion but they have 
their source in economic causes; and yet, even when they are victorious, 
they allow the old economic conditions to persist untouched. So the old 


situation remains unchanged and the collision recurs periodically.”® 


In both Europe and the Muslim world, religion was held to be merely a 
disguise for movements that had economic causes. But in the case of the 
Christian West the movements attacked an antiquated economic order, 
contributed to its overthrow and took Europe to a higher stage of 
development; whereas in the Muslim world the economic order remained 
untouched. What is of more relevance to us here, however, is the 
Khaldunian nature of Engels’ statement. While Engels makes no reference 
to Ibn Khaldiin it is quite likely that both he and Marx were aware of Ibn 
Khaldtin’s works. As Hopkins notes, Engels may have been attracted to Ibn 
Khaldtn because of what Engels might have seen as a materialistic 
approach in the Mugaddimah.° For example, Ibn Khaldin states that 
differences among groups are due to the different modes of making a 
living.*° Bousquet suggests that Engels had read de Slane’s translation of 
the Mugaddimah, but turned Ibn Khaldiin on his head when he asserted the 
primacy of economic life rather than the Khaldtnian political cycle of 
prosperity-decadence.*! While Engels probably borrowed from Ibn 
Khaldin, neither he nor Marx had thought about how to incorporate the 
Khaldinian framework into their own conceptual scheme. The task of the 
elaboration of a Khaldtnian sociology requires thinking along these lines. 
However, Marx and Engels failed to relate this to one of their own concepts, 
the mode of production. 


The point here is to suggest that thinkers living several centuries later, 
from a different civilization, may know and appreciate the works of their 
predecessors. This is rarely done in the field of sociology. Among the few 
exceptions are Becker and Barnes, who not only reserved a section in their 
work for Ibn Khaldiin, but also discussed the influence of his ideas on 
Europeans: that is, an instance of the intercivilizational encounter in 
sociology.** They suggest that Ibn Khaldiin’s direct influence on sociology 
probably began in 1899, the year that Gumplowicz published his 
Soziologische Essays which included a chapter on Ibn Khaldiin. They also 
note the influence of Ibn Khaldtin on the conflict theory of Oppenheimer, 


who draws upon Ibn Khaldiin for his work on agrarian reform.** 

More importantly, Barnes and Becker were able to recognize the 
“modern” aspects of Ibn Khaldtin’s work without interpreting him out of 
context. They were perfectly aware of the fact that Ibn Khaldtin wrote in a 
time and place much unlike nineteenth century Europe. At the same time, 
they were able to understand those aspects of Ibn Khaldtin’s work that are 
timeless and universal. They noted that his methodology was directed 
towards the critique of documentary history, which led him to formulate 
laws of society and social change. They also noted that while Ibn Khaldiin’s 
approach was “secular”, by which they probably meant “material”, he did 
not have an empiricist mentality in that both experimental and supernatural 
elements were part of the same reality. Nevertheless, the supernatural 
elements refer to ultimate realities and are rarely brought in as explanations 
of social change.** More significantly, his importance as a social thinker 
lies not in his exhaustive treatment of a wide range of materials but rather in 
his peculiar treatment of this material. In that sense, he was much like 


Durkheim, Weber and others, “a human mind trying to comprehend rather 


than catalogue the specifically social factors in man’s living and doing”.*» 


The degree of recognition accorded to Ibn Khaldtin by Western scholars 
of the past, up to the early part of the twentieth century, was far greater than 
it is in contemporary teaching and the writing of the history of sociology. A 
contemporary or neo-Khalditinian sociology has yet to be developed. 
Although Ibn Khaldiin developed theoretical tools and concepts that are 
valuable for the positive (as opposed to the normative) study of history, 
most students of Ibn Khalditn have not been interested in building upon his 
ideas, combining them with concepts derived from modern sociology, and 
applying theoretical frameworks derived from his thought to historical and 


empirical realities. While Ibn Khalditin’s main empirical concern was with 
the Arab East and West, his theory of state formation and decline is of great 
relevance to the study of the Ottoman Empire, the Safavid dynasty, the 
Mongol conquest of China and many other empirical fields. 

Few studies have gone beyond the mere comparison of some ideas and 
concepts in Ibn Khaldtn with those of modern Western scholars, towards 
the theoretical integration of his theory into a framework that employs some 
of the tools of modern social science.*° The reason for this state of affairs 
has to do with the continuing prevalence of Eurocentrism in the social 
sciences. 


A definition of Eurocentrism 


At this point, 1t should be said that it is not being claimed here that the topic 
of Eurocentrism has not been dealt with before. Although Eurocentrism has 
been discussed by a number of scholars, for example A. L. Tibawi, Anouar 
Abdel-Malek and Edward Said in the context of their systematic treatment 
of Orientalism, such concerns with Eurocentrism have not made their way 
into teaching in the social sciences. This is not to say that the topic of 
Eurocentrism is not raised in social science and humanities courses. 
However, the discussions are generally confined to courses on the Third 
World or on postcolonial topics. Rarely do we find that basic or 
foundational courses are informed by concerns raised by the critique of 
Eurocentrism. For example, while there is no dearth of literature on 
problems associated with Eurocentrism, courses on sociological theory 
generally do not attempt to correct that bias by introducing non-Western 
thinkers or by critiquing Eurocentric elements in the works of Western 
theorists such as Marx, Weber and Durkheim. Therefore, it is necessary to 
present a definition of Eurocentrism in order to demonstrate how it remains 
persistent as an orientation in the social sciences as they are taught in 
institutions of higher learning. 

Eurocentrism 1s a particular instance of ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism is 
generally defined as the regard of one’s own ethnic group or society as 
superior to other groups. It involves the assessment and judgement of other 
groups in terms of the categories and standards of evaluation of one’s own 
group. Eurocentrism, therefore, refers to the assessment and evaluation of 
non-European societies in terms of the cultural assumptions and biases of 


Europeans. In the modern world, Eurocentrism cannot be dissociated from 
the economic cultural domination of the United States, as a result of the 
settlement of America by Europeans and the subsequent rise to hegemony 
of the United States. We would therefore be more accurate to refer to the 
phenomenon under consideration as Euroamericocentrism.°’ 

Having given this general definition, how can we understand the 
manifestation of Eurocentrism in the social sciences? Eurocentrism in the 
social sciences can be understood as the assessment and evaluation of 
European and other civilizations from a decidedly European point of view. 
For our purposes, it is crucial to define what is meant by the European point 
of view. This can be described as that which establishes and employs 
concepts derived from European philosophical traditions and popular 
discourse, which are applied to the empirical study of history, economy and 
society. The empirical field of investigation is selected according to 
European (for European read also American) criteria of relevance. As a 
result, any particular aspect of historical or social reality is constructed in 
terms of European categories, concepts as well as ideal and material 
interests. There is a failure to present the point of view of the other.*® 

The traits of Eurocentrism, particularly in historical and social scientific 
works on various topics relating to the grand macro questions such as the 
origins of modern civilization or the rise of modern capitalism, can be listed 
as (but not confined to) the following. 


1 The subject-object dichotomy. Europeans are the knowing subjects or 
the narrators and protagonists, while non-Europeans remain as unheard 
objects whose points of view only get communicated to us as and 
when the narrators see fit. These objects are passive, non-participating, 
non-active, non-autonomous and non-sovereign.*? Said spoke of 
Flaubert’s meeting with an Egyptian courtesan who never spoke of or 
represented herself. Rather, it was Flaubert who spoke for and 
represented her.*? The result of this “ommniscience” was the 
problematic construction of things non-European. As noted by 
Wallerstein, these constructions came under attack at three levels — 
they do not fit empirical reality, they over-abstract, resulting in the 
erasure of empirical variety, and they are founded on European 
prejudices.*! 


Europeans in the foreground. There is a focus on Europeans in the 
foreground as opposed to intercivilizational encounters with non- 
Europeans. Modernity is seen as a specifically European creation and 
is due to European superiority, whether this 1s viewed in biological, 
cultural or sociological terms. Encounters with non-Europeans are 
often referred to but not assessed as contributing to any significant 
changes to the course of European history. 

Europeans as originators. Europeans are consistently viewed as 
originators. As a result there is far less consideration of the 
multicultural origins of many aspects of our modern civilization. In 
works on the history of philosophy, for example, Islamic philosophy is 
often relegated to footnotes and regarded simply as having transmitted 
Greek thought to the European world of the Renaissance. Alfred 
Weber, the younger brother of Max Weber and author of a history of 
philosophy, noted that the Arabs were “apt pupils of the Greeks, 
Persians, and Hindoos in science. Their philosophy is the continuation 
of Peripateticism and Neo-Platonism. It is more learned than original, 
and consists mainly of exegesis, particularly of the exegesis of 
Aristotle’s system’”.** Here, in a few lines, the entire contribution of 
Islamic philosophy to Renaissance thought was denied by claiming 
that it was utterly lacking in originality, despite the availability of the 
works of Muslim philosophers and scientists from the ninth to the 
fourteenth centuries that would show otherwise. 

The imposition of European categories and concepts. Tibawi noted the 
“persistence in studying Islam and the Arabs through the application of 
Western European categories”.*? This was because of the basic fallacy 
of Eurocentrism, pointed out by Needham in 1955, that the universal 
nature of European science and technology meant that everything else 
European was universal too.** As Wallerstein noted, European social 
sciences were universalist in the sense that European achievements in 
the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries were regarded as replicable 
elsewhere not only because that was desirable but also because it was 
inevitable.*> To the extent that this process was universal, so were the 
social scientific truths that explained it. European social science is seen 
as universal in the sense that it holds scientific truths that are 
applicable everywhere else in the world. If they are not, this has to do 
with specific problems in concept formation or empirical problems 


relating to observation or data collection, but not with social science 
itself. The result, then, is the imposition of European categories and 
concepts and the concomitant neglect of those of non-European 
origins. Things non-European are regarded as worthy as objects of 
analysis but rarely as cognizant subjects. For example, Ibn Khaldiin’s 
fourteenth century theories of historical change and state formation 
have often been the objects of studies but rarely if ever developed and 
applied as theoretical perspectives to the study of empirical realities. 


It should be clear that as long as these characteristics inform the social 
sciences it would be practically impossible to introduce the themes of 
intercivilizational encounters — the multicultural origins of modernity, and 
the variety of points of view — into social science education. In the next 
section I will show that this is indeed the case. The traits of Eurocentrism as 
outlined above are defining features of the social sciences as they are taught 
in universities around the world. 


Ibn Khaldin in the social science curriculum 


In the teaching of both the history of sociological theory and sociological 
theory itself, four characteristics of Eurocentrism are evident. 


The subject—object dichotomy 


In the vast majority of sociological theory textbooks or works on the history 
of social theory, the subject-object dichotomy is a pervasive theme. 
Europeans are the knowing subjects, that is, the social theorists and social 
thinkers. To the extent that non-Europeans figure in these accounts they are 
objects of the observations and analyses of the European theorists, 
appearing as Marx’s Indians and Algerians or Weber’s Turks, Chinese and 
Jews, and not as sources of sociological concepts and ideas. In one 
historical account, “early social theories” in the so-called “simpler” or non- 
literate societies, as well as ancient Egypt, ancient Babylon, the Greek city- 
states, Japan and China, were covered under the category of religious 
theories.*© This discussion is obviously founded on the old scientific— 
mythic dichotomy that is supposed to separate the West from the East. The 
fact that there existed, in parts of the Muslim world, India, Japan and China 
from the fourteenth century onwards, what would be considered positive, 


scientific thought that approximated to what was regarded as sociology in 
the West was not discussed even though the relevant works have been 
known to the Europeans since the nineteenth century.*’ In works on the 
history of social thought that chart the development of sociological theory, 
the focus is on European thinkers at the expense of thematizing 
intercivilizational encounters that possibly influenced social theory in 
Europe. Maus’ Short History of Sociology does not refer to any non- 
European in his chapter on the antecedents of sociology.*® 

Most textbooks on classical social theory aim to introduce European 
classical theorists such as Marx, Weber, Simmel and Durkheim, but are not 
true to the definition of “classical” that they claim to adopt. I will later show 
that the logical implication of the definition of “classic” is the serious 
consideration of non-European thinkers in theory textbooks. 

The absence of non-European thinkers in theory textbooks results in their 
absence in theory courses as well. The Resource Book for Teaching 
Sociological Theory, published in 1989 by the American Sociological 
Association, is very revealing on this point. It contains a number of course 
descriptions for sociological theory. The range of classical theorists whose 
works are taught include Montesquieu, Vico, Comte, Spencer, Marx, Weber, 
Durkheim, Simmel, Toennies, Sombart, Mannheim, Pareto, Sumner, Ward, 
Small and Wollstonecraft. No non-European thinkers are included, and 
women are by no means well represented.*? Although Ibn Khaldin may 
appear to be an exception to the rule because many Europeans had 
“discovered” and discussed his works since the nineteenth century, a quick 
review of these discussions would reveal that he is mainly of historical 
interest.” 


Europeans in the foreground 


The exclusive concern of the field of sociological theory with European and 
later North American scholars is the rule rather than the exception. Turning 
to the latter, it is interesting to note that Becker and Barnes, in their Social 
Thought from Lore to Science, first published in 1938, devote many pages 
to a discussion of the ideas of Ibn Khaldin.°! Referring to Ibn Khaldin, 
they remark that the first writer after Polybius to apply modern-like ideas in 
historical sociology was not a European.” It is thanks to them, and others 
before them in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, that Ibn 


Khaldiin became known in the West.>’ Becker and Barnes not only reserved 
a section in their work for Ibn Khaldin, they discussed the influence of his 
ideas on Europeans: that is, the intercivilizational encounter in sociology. 
The topic of these links will be taken up in a later section. While these links 
have been recognized in a few early and relatively obscure works, they are 
not discussed in mainstream theory textbooks and other works. 


Europeans as originators 


As a result, Europeans are viewed as the sole originators of sociology and 
other social sciences, and there is little consideration of the multicultural 
origins of these disciplines. Early twentieth century accounts of the rise of 
social theory sometimes make mention of non-Western thinkers. Ibn 
Khaldin is the most referred to in this respect. But Ibn Khaldtin was a pre- 
modern scholar, having died at the beginning of the fifteenth century. A 
host of other thinkers in India, China, Japan, and Southeast Asia during the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries would qualify as modern social 
thinkers, but they are only briefly mentioned in the early histories of 
sociology (e.g. Maus, Becker and Barnes) or, in more recent works, totally 
ignored. It would not be an exaggeration to say that the generations after 
Gumplowicz, Oppenheimer, Becker and Barnes have erased non-European 
thinkers from the history books. For example, Becker and Barnes’ reference 
to the influence of Ibn Khaldtin on Gumplowicz and Oppenheimer is a 
theme that was never taken up in later accounts of the history of social 
thought. 


The dominance of European categories and concepts 


A logical consequence of putting into practice the subject—object dichotomy 
— the foregrounding of Europeans and North Americans in sociological 
theory, and the sole contemplation of Europeans as founders and originators 
of sociology — is the dominance of European concepts and categories in 
social sciences at the expense of non-European ones. For example, it was 
mentioned above that interest in Ibn Khaldiin tends to be historical. There 
has always been little interest in developing his ideas, combining them with 
concepts derived from modern sociology, and applying theoretical 
frameworks derived from his thought to historical and empirical realities. 
While there are certainly exceptions, where attempts have been made to 


apply a Khaldinian theory or model to social reality, these are few and 
marginal to mainstream social science teaching.°> The dominance of 
European and North American derived concepts and theories in the 
teaching syllabi of sociology and the other social sciences translates into 
research. In the study of religion, for example, the bulk of concepts 
originate from Christianity. Concepts in the philosophical and sociological 
study of religion, such as church, sect, denomination and even religion 
itself, are not devoid of Christian connotations and do influence the social 
scientific reconstruction of non-Christian religions.°° The field of the 
sociology of religion has yet to enrich itself by developing concepts and 
categories derived from other “religions” such as Islam, Hinduism, 
Judaism, and so on. 

If the role, contributions, significance, values, passion and efforts of non- 
Europeans are largely ignored in teaching and research in the social 
sciences, the mar-ginalization of such scholars will persist. 


Obstacles to the development of Khaldinian sociology 


The treatment of Ibn Khaldiin as an object rather than a subject explains 
why Khaldinian sociology remains undeveloped, because it has resulted in 
the lack of emphasis on the empirical application of his theoretical 
framework to historical and contemporary data. That Ibn Khaldtn continues 
to be marginal in the social sciences and in the discipline of sociology in 
particular has to do with the fact that there has been no development of 
what one might call neo-Khaldtinian sociology: that is, a Khaldinian 
sociology of modern societies. Ibn Khaldtin himself was a product of pre- 
capitalist society and wrote on pre-capitalist society and state formation. 
Because he is marginal, his work does not receive that kind of attention that 
would lead to the development of a neo-Khaldiinian sociology. The kind of 
attention that I am referring to has seven aspects or levels. 


1 History — by this I mean the history of social philosophy with 
particular emphasis on Ibn Khaldiin’s life and thought. 

2 Theory — this refers to the systematic exposition, analysis and critique 
of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory, with reference to the main concepts utilized, 
the type of evidence marshalled, the assumptions about the subject 
matter, and empirical verification. 


Meta-theory — this refers to the attention to, among other things, the 
epistemological and methodological dimensions underlying Ibn 
Khaldiin’s theory. 

4 Theory building — this refers to the abstraction from existing theory, in 
this case, that of Ibn Khaldtin, to generate what one might call neo- 
Khaldtnian theory and applying this to space-times other than his own. 

5 Critical assessment of attempted applications of Ibn Khaldtin, such as 
the works of Gautier, Ortega, Gellner and Lacoste. 

6 Dissemination via regular panels or papers at mainstream conferences 
in sociology on Ibn Khaldin. 

7 Teaching Ibn Khaldin in mainstream sociology courses from 

mainstream sociology or sociological theory textbooks. 


What is crucial for the development of neo-Khaldinian sociology are levels 
4 to 7 above. The basic historical and biographical information and the 
foundational theoretical and meta-theoretical literature on Ibn Khaldin 
(levels 1 to 3) that provide the basis for building neo-Khaldinian theory are 
available in abundance in several languages, the most important being 
Arabic, English and French, although there are also some important works 
in Persian, Turkish and German. In this section I will provide a very brief 
overview of the works on Ibn Khaldiin that have come out of the Arab and 
Muslim world, and discuss why they have not led to the development of 
neo-Khaldinian theory. An idea of the nature of works that fall under levels 
1 to 7 follows.°/ 
The bulk of work on Ibn Khaldin is theoretical and meta-theoretical. 


Theory 


As far as the area of theory is concerned, the works in existence are far too 
numerous to list here. Many of these fall into two categories. One category 
consists of works that attempt to reconcile Ibn Khaldtin with modern 
sociology. As noted by Ahmad Zayid, many Arab sociologists were 
committed to comparisons between Ibn Khaldiin and the modern founders 
of sociology in order to prove that it was the former who founded the 
discipline.°* Ibn Khaldiin has been compared to Machiavelli,’ Comte,°° 
Marx®! and Durkheim.®* There are many studies of spe-cific issues and 
concepts relating directly to Ibn Khaldtin’s oeuvre that cannot be listed 


here. These studies cover topics such as state formation, ‘asabiyyah 
(solidarity), the city, sedentary and nomadic societies, production relations, 
and so on. (A glance at some bibliographies devoted to Ibn Khaldiin 


provide a good idea of the topical and linguistic range of such works.)™ 


Meta-theory 


Analytical studies on the epistemological and methodological foundations 
of Ibn Khaldiin’s work are not as numerous as those on theory discussed 
above. Nevertheless, several important works have been published during 
the last 50 years, one such being Muhsin Mahdi’s bn Khaldtn'’s Philosophy 
of History (1957). Mahdi discussed Ibn Khaldiin’s dialectical study of 
Muslim historiography in order to reveal its weaknesses and justify a new 
science of society, which has its own methods of demonstration based on 
the logic of Aristotle. Mahdi is critiqued by al-Wardi, who suggested that 
Ibn Khaldin actually opposed the methods of the logicians and was instead 
influenced by al-Ghazali and Ibn Taymiyyah.°* Rabi‘, in his doctoral 
dissertation of 1967, provided a useful review of four trends in the study of 
Ibn Khaldtin’s method. One trend is the exaggeration of Ibn Khaldiin’s 
alleged secular thinking, suggesting that Ibn Khaldtin downplayed or denied 
the necessity of prophecy for culture. The second trend, represented by the 
renowned Orientalist H. A. R. Gibb, underestimates the originality of Ibn 
Khaldutn’s method, suggesting that he did not do much more than adopt the 
methods of the Muslim jurists and social philosophers that preceded him. 
The third and fourth trends are represented by Mahdi and al-Wardi 
respectively.°> In addition to these debates there are numerous works on 
other aspects of Ibn Khaldiin’s methodology and epistemology. 

What is needed for the development of Khaldiinian sociology, however, 
are serious efforts to apply his theoretical framework to empirical 
situations, historical or contemporary. For this to happen, there have to be 
more critical assessments of existing applications. Furthermore, this must 
take place within an overall context of the promotion of Ibn Khaldin in 
teaching and research. 


Building a neo-Khaldinian theory 


Very few authors have attempted to integrate Ibn Khaldin’s theory of state 
formation with the theories and concepts of modern sociology.°’ An 
example of such an integration is the explanation of the rise and decline of 
the pre-modern Safavid dynasty of Iran in terms of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of 
state formation. According to such a historical political economy of Safavid 
Iran, the dynamic of historical change in Ibn Khaldtin’s theory is applied to 
the Marxist concept of the mode of production. Safavid state formation is 
then explained in terms of the relationship between coexisting modes of 
production. Marxist and Weberian concepts may be integrated into a 
Khaldtinian framework of historical change and utilized to explain the 
decline in ‘asabiyyah (group feeling) and the rise of mulk and khildafah 
authority.°® 


Critical assessment of applications of Ibn Khaldiin 


If there is little in the area of building a neo-Khaldinian theory, there is 
even less by way of the critical assessment of attempts to apply a 
Khaldinian model to the study of periods and regions other than Ibn 
Khaldiin’s own. Gellner, for example, advanced a theory of Muslim reform 
based on a fusion of the ideas of Ibn Khalditin and David Hume. This was 
not taken up and engaged by others. The same is true of works by Ortega, 
Lacoste and others. 


Regular panels or papers on [bn Khaldiin at mainstream conferences in 
sociology 


In the past, there have been several major conferences organized in the 
Arab world on Ibn Khaldtin. The more prominent ones include the Ibn 
Khaldin Symposium in Cairo in 1962, the Colloque Internationale sur Ibn 
Khaldoun in Algiers in 1978, and the Ibn Khaldtin Seminar in Rabat in 
1979. There has been far less attention to Ibn Khaldiin at national or 
international scholarly meetings in the West or in other areas outside the 
Arab world. 


Teaching Ibn Khaldiin in mainstream sociology courses from mainstream 
sociology or sociological theory textbooks 


While a comprehensive study of Arabic as well as Western language 
sociology textbooks on space devoted to Ibn Khalditin has yet to be 
attempted, it was noted by Zayid that in the case of Egypt, the leading 
nation in the Arab world for sociology, Ibn Khaldtn was rarely mentioned 
in textbooks published after the 1960s, the heritage appeal having been 


lost.7° 


Defining the “marginalization” of Ibn Khaldin 


This begs the question of what we mean by the marginalization of non- 
European scholars. Let us consider the case of Ibn Khaldiin. While he is 
mentioned here and there and given some attention in courses, these are 
generally those in Middle Eastern, Arab or Islamic studies. But Ibn Khaldtin 
never appears on a par with Marx, Weber and Durkheim as a social theorist 
whose thought offers concepts and theories of universal relevance. This is 
because Ibn Khalditin’s sociological theory has not been developed over the 
centuries by theorists to make his work gua sociological theory, not only 
more accessible but also relevant to the study of modern societies. As a 
result, he is mentioned occasionally but not methodologically or 
theoretically encountered and reconstructed as a sociologist and then 
accepted as a sociologist. Because of the continuing Eurocentrism via the 
themes of the subject—object dichotomy, Europeans in the foreground, 
Europeans as originators, and the dominance of European concepts and 
categories, non-Western thinkers like Ibn Khaldtin remain marginal. 

This brings us back to the four characteristics of Eurocentric social 
science: the subject—object dichotomy, Europeans in the foreground, 
Europeans as originators, and the dominance of European categories and 
concepts. The relegation of Ibn Khaldtin to Middle East, North African or 
Islamic studies is a manifestation of the presence of these characteristics in 
the social sciences. This relegation also reflects French colonial interest in 
Ibn Khaldtin. For example, Gautier, writing in the 1920s, interpreted Ibn 
Khaldtn in a manner that resonated with French colonial ideology. Gautier 
exaggerated the opposition between nomadic invading Arabs and sedentary 
Berbers in North Africa but attributed this view to Ibn Khaldtin and other 
Arab writers.’! This fitted in with the intention of French colonial policy in 
Algeria and Morocco to create a hostile relationship between the Arab and 
Berber populations. This played a role in the French defeat of the Algerian 


revolutionary ‘Abd al-Qadir in 1847. As noted by Lacoste, the French 
would not have been able to defeat ‘Abd al-Qadir had the Berbers not 
remained neutral.’* In this case, Ibn Khaldiin was not seen as a source of 
original ideas understood in terms of his context and concerns. Rather, his 
work was slotted within the French colonial definition of what was 
important. In this sense, any interest that the French had in Ibn Khaldin in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries existed in this larger context of 
exerting intellectual authority over the Orient. 

To the extent that there had been interest in the pre-modern heritage, Ibn 
Khaldtin was noted as a founder. Today, however, that appeal to heritage 
has significantly declined, both in the Arab-Muslim world and in the West, 
as noted above. Even when there was a historical interest in Ibn Khaldtn, it 
was not for his work as a source of concepts and ideas to be brought into 
modern sociology. Even where Ibn Khaldin is taken up more seriously in 
Islamic, Middle Eastern or North African studies or where he is referred to 
by Western scholars from without a colonial context, the type of work 
characterized by levels 4 to 7 (see above) is rarely engaged in and Ibn 
Khaldtin is not considered as a knowing subject and a source of concepts 
and categories in the social sciences. It is almost exclusively Western 
thought that continues to be the concern of teachers and students of social 
thought and theory. 

As a result, work on Ibn Khaldtn that would lead to the development of a 
neo-Khaldinian sociology that I suggest requires attention at seven levels, 
particularly levels 4 to 7, remains undeveloped. 

I would argue that the emergence of neo-Khaldtinian theory would have 
to be preceded by a great deal of exposure to Ibn Khalditin’s life and 
thought, to systematic analysis and critique of his theory, and to the 
epistemological and methodological principles informing his work via the 
publication of scientific journals and sociological theory textbooks, 
international conferences and the teaching of courses. Now, there is an 
abundance of literature on Ibn Khaldtin, not just in Arabic but in English 
and French as well. These works are therefore accessible to social scientists 
who do not know Arabic. However, the reason for the neglect of Ibn 
Khalditn, as far as the generation of Khaldiinian theory is concerned, is not 
a problem of language. The problem is that this exposure is lacking because 
of the general perception of the place of such works in sociology. Works on 
Ibn Khaldin are often “relegated” to Middle East, North African or Islamic 


studies. One indication of this is that among the numerous works on Ibn 
Khaldtin that were published in the West, a negligible number appeared in 
sociology journals. This is as if to say that the universal and theoretical by 
default refers to Marx, Weber and Durkheim, while Ibn Khaldtin’s work 
yields particular knowledge that is of more local relevance and, therefore, 
more suitable for area studies journals. 


Islamization of knowledge as a response to Eurocentrism 


The idea of “Islamic social science” was first expressed in terms of Islamic 
economics and later in the form of the Islamization of knowledge project. 
Islamic economics was conceived of in the 1930s, while the beginnings of 
the Islamization of knowledge project date from the 1970s. Islamic social 
science seeks to bring back religious experience and spirituality into 
knowledge by means of the sacralization of academic discourse. The 
process of secularization in the West is seen to have rendered Muslim 
scholars incapable of comprehending the causes of the problems that beset 
Muslim society.’ The Islamization of knowledge project is still vaguely 
conceived as far as the social sciences are concerned, and it remains open to 
charges of nativism. 

The expression “Islamization of knowledge” first made its appearance at 
a conference held in 1977 in Mecca, where Syed Muhammad al-Naquib al- 
Attas discussed the concept of education in Islam.’* At the same 
conference, the late Ismail R. al-Farugi presented a paper on the 
Islamization of the social sciences.’> Nevertheless, the idea of Islamic 
science, and in particular Islamic methodology, emerged earlier in the late 
1950s in the works of Seyyed Hossein Nasr,’° who spoke of the need for all 
knowledge originating from without the Muslim world to be integrated into 
the Islamic world-view and “Islamicized”.’’ The notion, couched in the 
new terminology of “Islamization of knowledge”, was subsequently 
proselytized by al-Faruqi, through an institute that he established in the 
United States, the International Institute of Islamic Thought (IIIT). The 
activities of the institute are not restricted to the dissemination of the notion 
of Islamization of knowledge, but also encompass programmes aimed at the 
Islami zation of the various disciplines in the social sciences.’® 


As far as the social sciences are concerned, what is meant by the 
Islamization of knowledge? In order to answer this question it is first 
necessary to know what is meant by the notion of Islamization of 
knowledge. 

According to al-Attas, the sciences that originated in the West that have 
been disseminated throughout the world do not necessarily represent true 
knowledge, due to their being infused with Western elements and key 
concepts. /? Islamization of knowledge requires, first of all, the isolation of 
the elements and key concepts in the human sciences that constitute 
Western culture and civilization, such as the dualistic vision of society, 
humanism, and the “emulation of the allegedly universal reality of drama 
and tragedy in the spiritual or transcendental, or inner life of man, making 
drama and tragedy real and dominant elements in human nature and 
existence”.®° Once knowledge is free of these Western elements and key 
concepts, it is then infused with Islamic elements and key concepts, thereby 
making it true knowledge: that is, in harmony with the essential nature 
(fitrah) of man.®! The Islamization of knowledge is the liberation of 
knowledge from interpretations based on secular ideology.? The 
methodology of Islamized knowledge is to be based on the science of 
exegesis and commentary, which employs the interpretive techniques of 
tafsir and ta’wil. The first refers to the interpretation of the firm 
(muhkamah) verses of the Qur’an. Tafsir is based on the objective reading 
of the verses of the Qur’an, and there is “no room for interpretation based 
on subjective readings, or understandings based merely upon the idea of 
historical relativism’”.®* Ta’wil, on the other hand, is an intensive form of 
tafsir and refers to the allegorical interpretation of the obscure and 
ambiguous (mutashabihah) verses of the Qur’an.*4 

In order to illustrate the differences between these two interpretive 
techniques, al-Attas gives an example of their application to the following 
verse: “He causeth the living to issue from the dead” (6, al-An‘am: 95). 
When this is interpreted to mean, for example, “He brings forth the bird 
from the egg”, this is tafsir. But if the same passage is interpreted to mean 
“He brings forth the believer from the unbeliever”, for example, this is 
ta’wil and it refers to the ultimate meaning of the verse.*> 

According to al-Attas, the world of phenomena consists of signs and 
symbols that are to be subjected to the interpretive techniques of tafsir and 


ta’wil in the same manner that the verses of the Qur’an are: 


What we have said above should make it clear to us that science 
according to Islam is ultimately a kind of ta’wil or allegorical 
interpretation of the empirical things that constitute the world of nature. 
As such science must base itself firmly upon the ¢afsir or interpretation 


of the apparent or obvious meanings of the things in nature.*° 


Islamic science is to interpret the facts of the phenomenal world in 
correspondence with the Qur’anic methods of interpretation.*’ 

Al-Faruqi had called upon Muslim scholars to recast every discipline in 
modern knowledge “so as to embody the principles of Islam in its 
methodology, in its strategy, in what it regards as its data, its problems, its 
objectives, and its aspirations”.®* Each discipline has to be remoulded to 
incorporate the relevance of Islam along a triple axis constituting the 
concept of tawhid (unity of God): that is, the unity of knowledge, the unity 
of life, and the unity of history.8? Knowledge, therefore, has to be framed in 
accordance with the vision of Islam.”° The Islamization of knowledge refers 
to the redefinition and reordering of the data, the re-evaluation of the 
conclusions, and the re-projection of the goals of knowledge in such a way 
that it serves the cause of Islam.?! The process of the Islamization of 
knowledge requires the subjection of the theory, method, principles, and 
goals of knowledge to the unity of Allah (tawhid), the unity of creation, the 
unity of truth, the unity of knowledge, the unity of life and the unity of 
humanity.” 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s notion of Islamized knowledge is best captured 
by the expression scientia sacra or sacred knowledge. This refers to 
knowledge that “lies at the heart of every revelation and is the center of that 
circle which encompasses and defines tradition”.?*? The eclipse of sacred 
knowledge in the modern world, beginning with the desacralization of 
knowledge in the Occident among the ancient Greeks,”* indicates that there 
is a need for a science that can “relate the various levels of knowledge once 
again to the sacred”.?> The problem with modern science is that its rejection 
of the several facets of a particular reality and its reduction of symbols to 
facts is partly responsible for the desacralization of knowing and being so 
characteristic of the modern world.”° 


For Nasr, there is an added emphasis on methodology. The definition of 
knowledge in Islam does not differ from the corresponding term in Latin, 
scientia. The Islamic sciences include the natural sciences (al-‘ulim al- 
tab ‘iyyah), the mathematical sciences (al-‘ulim al-riyddiyyah), and the 
occult sciences (al-‘uliim al-khafiyyah).?’ What distinguishes the Islamic 
sciences from modern knowledge, which are for the most part based on 
observation and experimentation, is the fact that the former employs various 
methods “in accordance with the nature of the subject in question and 
modes of understanding that subject”.°? What defines the Islamic sciences 
as Islamic 1s its “paradigm’’, which is based on the Islamic world-view. The 
world or universe that was the object of study for the Muslim scientist was 
taken to be an Islamic cosmos. Furthermore, the minds and eyes of the 
scientists were Muslim minds and eyes transformed by the spirit and form 
of the Qur’an.”” The Islamic theory of knowledge is based on a hierarchy of 
the means of access to knowledge ranging from revelation and illumination 
to ratiocination as well as empirical and sensual knowledge.!°? An 
important principle of Islamic science is that Islam defines a particular 
method or sets of methods for each discipline whether it is jurisprudence, 
physics or tasawwuf (mysticism). These methods are not seen to be 
contradictory but complementary. The multiplicity of the various methods 
and sciences are integrated in Islam into a totality in accordance with the 
doctrine of unity (tawhid).!°! 

Having glanced at the definitions of Islamization of knowledge and 
Islamic science as understood by three Muslim scholars, the problem of 
application arises. How is the notion of the Islamization of knowledge to be 
applied to the various disciplines in the social sciences? What is meant by 
the reformulation of the sciences so that they fall into harmony with the 
concept of tawhid? How are the interpretive methods of tafsir and ta’wil to 
be applied to the study of social phenomena and are they any different from 
what is known as hermeneutics or interpretive sociology? 

It is obvious that the notion of Islamized knowledge or Islamic science as 
applied to the social sciences remains couched in vague terms. To date, no 
Islamized social scientific works have appeared. To be sure, the call to the 
Islamization of knowledge goes beyond the assertion that science 1s value- 
laden. The proponents of the Islamization of the social sciences do not refer 
merely to the value content of social scientific research activities but to the 


very principles, methods, theories and concepts in the social sciences that 
are to be Islamized. What are the ways in which a discipline or a field of 
knowledge that we call social science is defined by Islam such that this field 
takes on an Islamic or Islamized character? 

Is it that the social sciences are to be defined by Islamic philosophy — that 
is, Islamic metaphysics and epistemology as they evolved among the Arabs, 
Persians, Turks, Berbers, Indians and Malays since the second century AH? 
But this is insufficient grounds to warrant our referring to such social 
science as Islamic. Islamic philosophy affirms the existence of an external 
world and the possibility of knowledge thereof, and it is this affirmation 
that makes social science possible. But such an affirmation is common to 
many philosophical systems, and their impression upon the social sciences 
is of a general nature, not leaving a peculiarly Indian, Greek or Islamic 
mark on the social sciences. To cite another example, if it is said that a 
rationalist basis for the social sciences is derived from Islamic philosophy, 
such a basis can be found in various non-Islamic philosophical systems. 
There is nothing peculiar in an Islamic epistemological stance that would 
define social science as Islamic. Although it cannot be denied that there is a 
relationship between Islamic philosophy and the social sciences, the nature 
of the impact of philosophy is not such that it can be said that the social 
sciences have been Islamized. 

If by the Islamization of the social sciences is meant the application of 
the methods of tasawwuf, that is, tafsir and ta’wil, this must be clarified. 
How can these methods be applied to the study of social phenomena? How 
does ta’wil differ from hermeneutics of subjectivist interpretations, which 
have formed the basis of various theoretical perspectives in the West? 
Furthermore, the application of the methods of Islamic mysticism to the 
social arena no more renders the social sciences Islamic than the use of, say, 
materialist methods renders Marx’s work Epicurean. 

If by Islamized social science is meant a theocratic approach, then some 
insights may be drawn from discussions on Ibn Khaldiin. As discussed in 
Chapter 2, Ibn Khaldtin’s approach was materialist, in the sense that he 
gave prominence to the role of economic, political and social factors in his 
sociology of the state and accounted for the differences between bedouin 
and sedentary society in terms of economic and geographical factors.!” 
Historical change was explained in terms of the interaction between 
political and economic factors, and not spiritual factors such as divine 


intervention. In other words, Ibn Khalditin’s approach to the study of history 
was not a theocratic one. Some decades ago, H. A. R. Gibb raised this issue 
in response to discussions carried out by Ayad and Rosenthal. Ayad and 
Rosenthal tended to underemphasize the religious element in Ibn Khaldiin’s 
science of society. According to Ayad, Ibn Khaldin’s doctrine of causality 
and natural law in history was contrary to any theological view of history as 
there was no place for God’s intervention in Ibn Khaldin’s writing. 
Religion, according to Ayad, was regarded by Ibn Khaldtn as a social 
psychological factor in the process of change.!°? Rosenthal’s view is 
similar. Although he saw Ibn Khaldiin to be a strong believer in Islam, he 
noted that he treated religion as simply one factor in the study of the 
state.!°* Gibb’s view is more sophisticated. There was no contradiction 
between Ibn Khaldiin’s mode of thought and the theological approach. His 
doctrine of causality and natural law can be restated in theological terms as 
the sunnat Allah (the way of Allah).!° 

Therefore, while the call to an Islamic or “faithful” social science 1s 
being made, the province that it consists of is still terra incognito. As such, 
it would be problematic to view the Islamization of knowledge project as 
part of the call to the indigenization of the social sciences. This is especially 
so when it is considered that the Islamization of knowledge project falls 
under the threat of nativism. The trend of “going native” among both 
Western and indigenous scholars constitutes the elevation of the native’s 
point of view to the status of the criterion by which descriptions and 
analyses are to be judged to the extent that the social sciences from the West 
are held to be irrelevant. Among the traits of nativism are the following: 


1 The rejection of the social sciences of Western origin. 
Shallow and superficial critiques of theoretical traditions in the West. 

3 The neglect of various problems that are to be found in the 
contemporary social sciences. 

4 The lack of attention to the classical Islamic tradition as the source and 
inspiration for a social science that is relevant to the Muslim world. 


The first trait is evident in the thinking of some scholars. Consider the 
following view. 


The fact that concerns us here most is that all the social sciences of the 
West reflect social orders and have no relationship or relevance to 
Muslims, and even less to Islam. If we learn and apply Western social 


sciences, then we are not serious about Islam.! 


Scholars with such views are undoubtedly of the opinion that Western and 
Islamic societies differ to such an extent that the concepts and theories that 
emerged in Western settings are of no relevance to Muslim or non-Western 
societies. !°7 

With regard to the fourth trait, a good example comes from the case of 
the neglect towards Ibn Khaldin. In general, those social scientists who are 
engaged in the Islamization of knowledge project have not taken much 
notice of the classical tradition of social thought and theory in Islam. For 
example, among those who are discussing the prospects of a neo- 
Khaldinian sociology are French scholars. !°8 


The neglect of Ibn Khaldin as a source of an alternative 
sociology 


For a variety of reasons, so-called Islamized social science is not the 
alternative to modernist discourse that it claims to be. The proponents of 
this orientation have in reality not paid much attention to Ibn Khaldin. 

The study of Ibn Khalditin’s theory can be divided into three aspects. One 
is the discovery of Ibn Khalditn as the founder of a number of disciplines in 
the social sciences. Second, there are works that seek to draw comparisons 
between Ibn Khaldtin and several Western thinkers. Third, there are those 
who attempt to develop and apply Ibn Khaldin’s theory to specific 
problems in the historical and social sciences. 

Regarding the discovery of Ibn Khaldtin, ever since European and 
American scholars proclaimed Ibn Khaldtn as the true founder of 
sociology, before Comte, as well as the precursor of ideas in many other 
fields such as economics, political science and anthropology,!”’ there have 
been many descriptive treatments of his works in the light of his 
contribution to these various disciplines. 

Apart from this, many studies also sought to draw comparisons between 
Ibn Khaldiin and the giants in modern Western thought. Some authors 
ignored or glossed over profound differences in the historical and 


philosophical contexts in which they wrote. The tendency has been to 
remain at the level of making comparisons to show that Ibn Khaldtn 
anticipated the ideas of modern thinkers in the humanities and social 
sciences.!!° Much of the work of Islamizers of sociology would fall within 
one of the above two categories. 

Some authors, however, have gone beyond the mere comparison of 
selected ideas and concepts in Ibn Khaldiin with those of modern Western 
scholars, towards the theoretical integration of his theory into a framework 
that employs some of the tools of modern social science, although the field 
of application has been confined to North African and West Asian 
societies.!!! It is this kind of study on Ibn Khaldiin that must be supported 
and developed if there is to be more than a historical interest in him. What 
this requires, therefore, are works that apply Ibn Khaldin’s framework to 
the study of historical and contemporary states. Before moving on to 
examples of these in Chapters 5 to 8, I turn to a discussion of pre-modern 
applications of Ibn Khalditn. 


4 Pre-modern readings and 
applications of Ibn Khaldin 


This book argues for the possibility of non-Eurocentric and non-nativistic 
readings and applications of Ibn Khaldiin’s work. A non-Eurocentric 
reading of Ibn Khaldun is one that looks at his works as a source of theory 
with potential application to historical cases. Ibn Khaldin is not relegated to 
a mere object of study but becomes a perspective from which to view both 
the historical and the contemporary development of states. Such a reading is 
a reversal of the trait of the imposition of European categories and concepts. 

The application of Ibn Khaldtin would involve creative approaches to the 
study of various aspects of history and society, including the theoretical 
integration of Khaldtnian theory into a framework that employs concepts 
and theories from the modern social sciences. I do not argue that no non- 
Eurocentric readings and applications of Ibn Khaldiin exist in the literature. 
I do say, however, that these are few and far between. 

The theme of this book is the application of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of state 
formation to both historical and contemporary cases. What I have in mind is 
combining Ibn Khalditn’s theoretical framework with concepts from 
modern sociology and applying the new formulation to specific cases such 
as those of Ottoman and Safavid history or the modern Syrian state. These 
will be taken up in later chapters. For now, however, it would be interesting 
to consider pre-modern readings and applications of Ibn Khaldin. 

For the purpose of the present study, the works that can be said to be 
illustrations of applications of Ibn Khaldiin fall into two broad categories. 
The first refers to works on Ibn Khaldiin by scholars who lived in periods 
and areas uninfluenced by the modern social sciences. The second refers to 
works by scholars writing in the postcolonial context where the modern 
social sciences make up the dominant discourse. The works of the first 
category are from the Muslim East and West and tend to be more 
descriptive of Ibn Khaldtin’s theory as well as more normative in nature: 


that is, using Ibn Khaldtin to prescribe change of a certain nature. The 
works of the second category are positive and analytical, being applications 
of Khalditinian theory to historical and contemporary cases of state 
formation. This chapter focuses on the first category of applications of Ibn 
Khaldin. 

In the modern period, Muslim reformers such as Jamal al-Din al- 
Afghani, Muhammad ‘Abduh and Rashid Rida were influenced by Ibn 
Khaldin,! although this attention did not result in any sort of Khaldinian 
social science theories. There is a widely accepted view that Ibn Khaldiin 
was first promoted by the Europeans after they “discovered” him. For 
example, Charles Issawi says that Ibn Khaldiin “remained for five centuries 
a prophet without honour in either his own country or abroad”, and only 
attracted the interest of both Western and Arab scholars from the nineteenth 
century on.” Bernard Lewis was rather presumptuous in saying that the 
“discovery, evaluation, and appreciation of the Mugaddima of Ibn Khaldin 
is an achievement of European scholarship”.*? This was not entirely the 
case. Several of Ibn Khaldtin’s contemporaries in North Africa, as well as 
scholars after his time in the Muslim world, wrote what may be called 
Khaldtinian works. The most important follower of Ibn Khaldtin was Abi 
‘Abdallah Muhammad bin al-Azraq al-Andalust (831-96 AH/1428—91 
AD). His Bada@’i‘ al-Silk ft Taba ’i‘ al-Mulk (The Wonders of State Conduct 
and the Nature of Kingship ) contains a detailed summary of Ibn Khaldtin’s 
Muqaddimah which is discussed in connection with al-Azraq’s concern 
with the relationship between ethics and royal authority (mulk).4 Ibn 
Khaldtin is also said to have been influential over the fifteenth century 
historian al-Maqrizi (d. 845/1441), who attended his lectures in Cairo.° 
Later on, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Ottoman scholars developed 
an interest in Ibn Khaldtin, whose ideas they utilized in the discourse 
surrounding the Ottoman state. 

It is fitting to begin the account of the application of Ibn Khaldtin with 
examples from al-Azraq and Ottoman scholarship as they differ in one very 
important respect from the examples that are being covered later in this 
chapter. The Arab and Ottoman interest in Ibn Khaldtn discussed here, 
which dates back to the fifteenth century, was independent of European 
influences and certainly did not arise as a result of their having learnt about 
him via European sources. 


Al-Azraq, the commentator of Ibn Khaldin 


A work that demonstrates that Ibn Khaldiin was seriously read within 
decades of his death is that by al-Azraq. Al-Azraq was born in the city of 
Malaga, in what is today the Autonomous Community of Andalusia in 
Spain. He worked as a judge there and later in Granada. He tried to enlist 
the help of the Mamluk Sultan al-Ashraf Qaytbay against the invading 
forces in Spain, but was not sucessful. He was also appointed as 
ambassador to Tunis and finally as Malikite judge in Jerusalem, a position 
to which he was nominated by the Mamluk sultan in 896/1491. He died in 
Jerusalem the same year.° Abdesselem notes that there had been a tendency 
among some to regard al-Azraq’s work as superior to that of the 
Mugqaddimah of Ibn Khaldtin. While Abdesselem sees this claim as 
pretentious, he says that the work of al-Azraq shows us a genial reading of 
the work of Ibn Khaldiin, informed by the trends of al-Azraq’s own times.’ 
In fact, it is quite interesting to note that although al-Azraq was a student 
and commentator of Ibn Khaldtin, his approach 1s generally un-Khaldtinian 
in the sense that it is more normative and descriptive rather than positive 
and empirical, as we shall see shortly. 

The Bada’i‘ al-Silk is divided into two prefaces or introductions 
(muqgaddimat), four books and a conclusion. The first preface, entitled “An 
account of what leads to the rational theory of kingship”, consists of 20 
antecedent discussions (sabigah). The aim of this preface is to establish the 
rational grounds for the existence of kingship.® It relies heavily on the 
Mugqaddimah of Ibn Khaldtin and can be considered a restatement of the 
latter’s views on the implications of the social nature of human beings for 
the development of kingship. Al-Azraq states that humans are civil 
(madani) by nature and that it is thus inevitable that their coming together 
results in the emergence of a city. Humans come together to begin with in 
order to protect and sustain themselves collectively: that is, for the 
preservation of the species.’ It is necessary for them to congregate in order 
to obtain the means of livelihood and organize their defence. Society is 
categorized into two basic types, that is, bedouin (badawi) and sedentary 
(hadari). The bedouin live in fertile parts as well as the fringes of the desert 
and in mountainous areas. Their mode of living is such that they acquire 
only the bare essentials of life and live from grazing and cultivation. 
Sedentary people, however, live in towns and villages and acquire more 


than the essentials of life. Their mode of living is founded on luxury 
acquired through industry and trade.!° While the bedouin are more or less 
engaged in subsistence living, the towns attract those bedouin who are more 
mild-tempered and given to luxury. 

In this way, the sedentary life originates from bedouin life. The nature of 
sedentary life is such that the preoccupation with luxuries — that is, what is 
beyond subsistence requirements — results in leadership and defence being 
assigned to a minority.'! The nature of rule can be seen to be of different 
kinds. First, there is rule by justice, which allows the bedouin qualities of 
bravery and courage to be maintained. When rule is established on the basis 
of coercion or despotism, the subjugation that arises therefrom results in the 
loss of courage. Then there is educational rule, which socializes humans 
into compliance. !7 

The bedouin have a greater degree of group feeling or ‘asabiyyah 
because of the agnatic ties that bind the members of their society.!° 
Leadership can only exist through ‘asabiyyah, which means that the group 
with the strongest ‘asabiyyah rules.'* Pure lineage only exists in the desert 
as it is protected from intermarriage with others.!° But sedentary life results 
in the decline of ‘asabiyyah due to the sedentary lifestyle and the 
disappearance of lineage. The nobility of the group that ruled is therefore 
eroded and the ruling may disappear in four to six generations. !° 

The second preface, of 20 propositions (al-fatihah), has as its objective 
the establishment of the religious basis of kingship.!’ Having established 
the rational basis for the human need to congregate and live together and 
what that implies for the development of kingship and its types, while 
drawing heavily from Ibn Khaldiin’s Muqgaddimah, al-Azraq proceeds to 
discuss the foundations of kingship from the point of view of religious law 
or the shari‘ah. The second preface consists of 20 openings or preambles. 
The natural tendency of humans towards competition and mutual 
destruction can only be curbed by adherence to the shari‘ah. But, the 
implementation of the shari‘ah can only be realized by an enforcer. People 
do not tend to preserve the traditions and practices (sunnah) of Islam 
without enforcement by a leader.'* The need for such leadership in this 
regard is given by the shari‘ah itself and not by reason and also agreed upon 
by the consensus of the scholars. The institution that is meant is that of the 
caliphate or imamate, which oversees both the affairs of religion (a/-din) 


and the world (al-dunya).'° The preconditions that need to be satisfied by 
an imam are that he be a man, free, mature and rational. In addition, there 
are four other conditions, that he has courage, competence, perfection and 
ability.2° Al-Azraq then raises an interesting point made by Ibn Khaldin 
concerning the requirement that the imam be appointed from among the 
Quraysh. Ibn Khaldiin’s opinion on this differed from that of other scholars. 
The hadith or tradition of the Prophet Muhammad to the effect that the 
imam should be from the Quraysh had to be understood in terms of the 
social context of a particular time. The purpose of this condition was not 
religious, that is, for blessings, but for the practical ends of solving disputes. 
The Quraysh had this ability only during times when their ‘asabiyyah was 
intact and strong. After their ‘asabiyyah had declined and become weak, 
they were no longer able to play this role and it became unreasonable to 
insist that being Quraysh was a condition that had to be fulfilled to be the 
imam.7! Caliphate or imamate rule, however, tends to give way to kingship, 
of which there are three types: religious, natural and rational. Religious 
kingship was founded on the application of the shari‘ah, while natural and 
rational kingship were founded on unrestrained human purpose and desire 
on the one hand, and human reasoning without the benefit of revelation on 
the other.?? 

Despite the references to Ibn Khaldiin, al-Azraq’s work belongs more to 
the genre of nasihat al-muliik or advice to rulers, known in the Germanic 
areas in the Middle Ages as Fuirstenspiegel. These works instruct rulers on 
various aspects of conduct befitting a ruler and the ethical basis of such 
conduct. These works may also deal with issues relating to state and society 
or with the history of past rulers in order to provide models for rulers to 
emulate. As noted by al-Azmeh, al-Azraq’s work fits more within the genre 
of Furstenspiegel rather than that of analytical or theoretical history as 
developed by his mentor, Ibn Khaldiin.** There is also another important 
difference between Ibn Khaldtin and al-Azraq. This has to do with the 
procedural aspect of justice, an issue discussed by Khadduri.** Ibn Khaldin 
considered caliphate authority to be superior to kingship in that it 
functioned as a substitute for the authority of the Prophet, preserved 
religion and managed the political affairs of the world in a way that was 
consistent with the shari‘ah.2° Kingship, however, referred to the power to 
rule by force.2° Kingship of the unbridled nature, that is, mulk tabi7, is 


distinguished from caliphate authority by the ability of the ruler to rule by 
force. Although the rulers of the dynasties following the khilafah period 
continued to use the title of khalifah (caliph), many of them were not 
khulafa’ (sing. khalifah) in the true sense of the term, as they ruled by force 
and not by allegiance to the shari‘ah. Ibn Khaldtin resigned himself to the 
eternal repetition of the cycle that saw the rise and decline of dynasties 
founded on kingship. He did not foresee developments in the future that 
would lead to the elimination of the cycle. Al-Azraq seemed to have more 
faith in the ability of rulers to ensure the administration of justice if they 
were sufficiently inspired by religious values.7’ 

It can be remarked that the lack of originality of al-Azraq’s Bada ’i‘ al- 
Silk only serves to highlight the innovative character of Khaldinian 
thought.2® Al-Azraq may have been inspired by Ibn Khaldin, but not by 
those aspects of Ibn Khaldin’s thought that distinguish him from his 
predecessors. 


Ibn Khaldiin among Ottoman scholars and statesmen 


The active interest of Ottoman scholars and statesmen in Ibn Khaldtn has 
to be contrasted with the relative absence of such interest among Arab, 
Iranian and other Muslims during the same period. The Ottomans had a 
practical interest in Ibn Khaldtn. 

The first Ottoman scholar to systematically make use of Ibn Khaldiin was 
Katib Celebi (d. 1657), a prolific writer, having composed some 21 works 
covering history, biography and geography.”? Katib Celebi listed the 
Mugqaddimah in his bibliographical work, the Kashf al-Zunin. In his treatise 
on reform, the Dustiurtul-Amel li-Islah il-Halel (The Mode of Procedure for 
Rectifying the Damage) he discusses the causes of state financial deficits 
and suggests remedies.*” It is in this work that Ottoman history is thought 
of in terms of Ibn Khaldiin’s cyclical stages of rise and decline.*! 

Following Katib Celebi was the Ottoman historian Mustafa Na‘tma (d. 
1716), who was greatly influenced by both Ibn Khaldiin and Katib Celebi. 
In his annalistic work of history, Tarikh-i Na‘tma, he makes reference to 
Ibn Khaldiin’s cyclical theory of the rise and decline of states, and the 
contradiction between nomadic and sedentary societies.** Na‘ima adopts 


the idea of the Circle of Equity, that is, the interconnected principles of 
good government. The Circle of Equity cited by Na‘tma 1s as follows: 


1 There is no mulk and no deviet (state) without the military and without 
manpower. 

Men are to be found only by means of wealth. 

Wealth is only to be garnered from the peasantry. 

The peasantry is to be maintained in prosperity only through justice, 
And without mulk and devilet there can be no justice. 
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In other words, the closing of the circle implies that the military and 
manpower are essential to justice. As Thomas observed, the circle served to 
justify the necessity of the domestic reforms of the Ottoman vezir, Huseyin 
Képrilii, in order to protect the empire from its European enemies.*° 
Na‘tima adapted the idea of the Circle of Equity from Kuinalizade ‘Ali 
Celebi’s well-known AAlai-i ‘Ala‘T who Na‘ima says derived it from Ibn 
Khaldin.** Fleischer says that there is no evidence to suggest that 
Kinalizade had read Ibn Khaldiin and that the idea of the Circle of Equity 
was sufficiently known in other works that would have been available to 
Kinalizade. To my mind, it is perhaps less important to know the source of 
Kinalizade’s reference to the Circle of Equity than to understand the 
different theoretical contexts in which the Circle of Equity has been 
understood by Ibn Khaldtin and the Ottoman scholars. 

Ibn Khaldtin himself refers to eight sentences of political wisdom, 
arranged around the circumference of a circle, attributing this to the pseudo- 


Aristotelian Book on Politics.*> The eight principles are: 


There can be no royal authority without the military. 
There can be no military without wealth. 

The subjects produce the wealth. 

Justice preserves the subjects’ loyalty to the sovereign. 
Justice requires harmony in the world. 

The world is a garden, its walls are the state. 

The Holy Law (shari‘ah) orders the state. 


There is no support for the shari‘ah except through royal authority.*° 


CONNNBWN 


But Ibn Khaldiin says that this topic in the Book on Politics is not dealt with 
exhaustively, nor is it treated in a thorough manner with all the necessary 


arguments.>/ 
Ibn Khaldin states: 


When our discussion in the section of kingship and dynasties has been 
studied and due critical attention given to it, it will be found to 
constitute an exhaustive, very clear, fully substantiated interpretation 
and detailed exposition of these sentences. We became aware of these 
things with God’s help and without the instruction of Aristotle or the 


teaching of the Mébedhan.*® 


Indeed, the Kitab al-‘Ibar Mugaddimah is a detailed study of the rise and 
decline of states, understood in terms of the workings of three principal 
types of authority — caliphate, royal and kingship — and their interaction 
with the two major types of society and the principal ways of making a 
living that correspond to those societies. It differs from the works of 
Kinalizade and Na‘Ima who were more descriptive and prescriptive rather 
than theoretical and conceptual. 

By the eighteenth century Ibn Khaldtin was well established in Ottoman 
circles as having provided a framework that explained the decay of the 
Ottoman state. The Ottoman Empire was said to be in Ibn Khalditin’s stage 
of “stasis and decline”. As we saw in Chapter 2, the main concern in the 
Muqaddimah is the rise and decline of the various Muslim dynasties, 
particularly those of the North African states. Ibn Khaldtin focused on what 
he regarded as the essential differences in the social make-up between 
pastoral nomadic (‘umrdn badawi) and sedentary (‘umrdan hadari) societies. 
After theorizing the differences in social organization between the two 
societal types, he distinguished between the types of authority and the 
nature of power that may take hold in sedentary societies. Pastoral nomadic 
and sedentary societies coexisted, but Ibn Khaldtin saw the former as 
naturally evolving towards the latter. This is not in the sense that the one 
gives way to the other but rather that the goal of bedouin life is the 
achievement of sedentary society and all that that entails such as its culture 
and luxury lifestyle.*? Central to understanding these differences is the 
concept of ‘asabiyyah, often translated as group feeling or social cohesion. 
Ibn Khaldiin’s thesis was that groups with strong ‘asabiyyah could establish 
political rule over those with weak ‘asabiyyah.*° Ibn Khaldiin was, of 
course, referring to tribal groups for whom ‘asabiyyah has a specific 


meaning: the feeling of solidarity or cohesion among the members of a 
group that is derived from the knowledge that they share a common 
descent. The ‘asabiyyah of the bedouin was held to be stronger and this 
enabled them to militarily and morally defeat sedentary people, those 
settled in and around urban areas, and establish their own dynasties. 

Because of superior ‘asabiyyah among the bedouin, they could defeat 
sedentary people in urban areas and establish their own dynasties. Having 
done so, they became set in the urban ways of life and experienced great 
diminution in their ‘asabiyyah. With this went their military strength and 
their ability to rule. This left them vulnerable to attack by fresh invasions of 
pre-urban bedouins with stronger ‘asabiyyah who replaced the weaker 
urbanized ones. But the relationship is not one of the domination of the city 
by the tribes. Rather it 1s a relationship of dominance in the other direction, 
of which there are two important aspects. First, the nature of the existence 
of the tribesmen makes them dependent on the cities for the basic 
necessities of life.*! Second, the tribes are dependent on a religious leader 
or saint (walt) who interprets religion for them. The wali himself is 
motivated by the impiety that developed in the urban areas as a result of the 
luxurious life and political excesses committed by the townspeople. 

And so the cycle repeats itself. A tribe conquers a dynasty, founds a new 
one and rules until it is overthrown by a reform-minded leader who has the 
support of tribes eager to cash in on the city. The luxury of city life is the 
chief cause of the rise of decadence, impiety and the loss of tribal 
solidarity:** hence the importance of a religious leader who is able to unite 
the pre-urban tribes. 

Ottoman scholars like Katib Celebi and Na‘ima believed that the 
Ottoman state was at the stage of stasis and heading towards decline. They 
were concerned with institutional and administrative reforms that might 
serve to halt or reverse the decline. 

The appropriation of Ibn Khaldiin’s ideas by the Ottomans is interesting 
because it provides us with a rare example of not only a non-Eurocentric 
but a pre-Eurocentric reading of Ibn Khaldiin. But it is also true that their 
reading of Ibn Khaldiin was generally normative and ideological. The so- 
called Circle of Equity was cited to justify reforms designed to strengthen 
royal authority. One of the mechanisms that did this was the kdaniin or 
dynastic law by decree, which allowed for the suspension of laws derived 
from the shari‘ah. This mechanism was used exclusively by Ottoman 


sultans to rule and undertake reforms that may have been blocked by the 
shari‘ah in the absence of the kaniin mechanism. Kdnin law was seen as a 
way to implement laws needed for reform without violating the shari‘ah.* 

Ibn Khaldiin was also used by the Ottomans to justify their holding the 
caliphate. During the reign of Sultan Abdtlhamid II (r. 1876-1909), some 
opposition to the Ottoman caliphate emerged among the British and 
Arabs.*° Abdiilhamid’s claim to the caliphate was based on the three 
principles of divine will, hereditary rights and politico-military power. 
These justifications were traditionally recognized by the vast majority of 
Muslims, including leading Muslim scholars and jurists such as Ibn 
Khaldiin and Jalal al-Din al-Dawwina.*° One objection that did emerge, 
however, was based on a disputed tradition of the Prophet, according to 
which the caliphate should remain in the hands of the tribe of the Prophet, 
that is, the Quraysh: 


Narrated by Muhammad bin Jubayr bin Mut‘im that while he was 
included in a delegation of Quraysh staying with Mu‘awiyyah, 
Mu‘awiyyah heard that ‘Abdallah bin ‘Amr had said that there would be 
a king from the Qahtan tribe, whereupon he became very angry. He 
stood up, and after glorifying and praising Allah as He deserved, said, 
“To proceed, I have come to know that some of you men are narrating 
things which are neither in Allah’s Book, nor has [sic] been mentioned 
by Allah’s Apostle. Such people are the ignorant among you. Beware of 
such vain desires that mislead those who have them. I have heard 
Allah’s Apostle saying, ‘This matter (of the caliphate) will remain with 
the Quraysh, and none will rebel against them, but Allah will throw him 
down on his face as long as they stick to the rules and regulations of the 


religion (Islam).’”*/ 


In the late 1800s both British and Arab scholars and statesmen began to 
refer to what they claimed as the illegitimacy of the caliphate in Ottoman 
hands, a claim made on the basis of the above hadith.*® In view of the 
circulation of such a view, that is, that the caliphate should be in the hands 
of Arabs, and specifically descendants of the tribe of the prophet 
Muhammad, the Quraysh, there was an attempt on the part of the Ottomans 
to justify the Ottoman position regarding the caliphate. Even before the 
challenge to Abdilhamid, Pirizide Mehmed Sahib (1674-1749), who 


started the translation of Ibn Khaldtin’s Muqgaddimah into Ottoman Turkish 
and was greatly influenced by Ibn Khaldin’s ideas, sought to justify 
Ottoman claims to the caliphate by arguing that in their time the 
requirement that the caliph should come from the Quraysh was no longer 
relevant. This requirement held for the period of the Rightly Guided 
Caliphs (Ahulafa’ al-rashidiin) only, while later Muslim rulers could assume 
the title of caliph as long as they fulfilled the functions of that office.” This 
function was in fact taken over by non-Quraysh, whose rule should be 
considered as legitimate. On the Quraysh themselves, Ibn Khaldiin noted: 


However, the power of the Quraysh weakened. Their group feeling 
vanished in consequence of the life of luxury and prosperity they led, 
and in consequence of the fact that the dynasty expended them all over 
the earth. (The Qurayshites) thus became too weak to fulfil the duties of 
the caliphate. The non-Arabs gained superiority over them, and the 
executive power fell into their hands. This caused much confusion 
among thorough scholars (with regard to Qurayshite origin as a 
condition of the caliphate).*° 


Despite this historical fact, the majority of scholars maintained that 
Qurayshite descent was a condition of the caliphate, even if the caliph was 
too weak to manage the affairs of the Muslims.*! Ibn Khaldiin’s argument 
was sociological and more rational than those who preceded him. He sought 
to understand the social contexts in which Qurayshite descent was a 
reasonable condition and those in which it was not. 


If it is established that Qurayshite (descent) as a condition (of the 
imamate) was intended to remove dissension with the help of 
(Qurayshite) group feeling and superiority, and if we know that the 
Lawgiver (Muhammad) does not make special laws for any one 
generation, period, or nation, we also know that (Qurayshite descent) 
falls under (the heading of) competence. Thus, we have linked it up 
with (the condition of competence) and have established the overall 
purpose of (the condition of) Qurayshite (descent), which is the 
existence of group feeling. Therefore, we consider it a (necessary) 
condition for the person in charge of the affairs of the Muslims that he 
belong to people who possess a strong group feeling, superior to that of 


their contemporaries, so that they can force the others to follow them 
and the whole thing can be united for effective protection. (Such group 
feeling as a rule) does not comprise all areas and regions. Qurayshite 
(group feeling), however, was all-comprehensive, since the mission of 
Islam, which the Quraysh represented, was all-comprehensive, and the 
group feeling of the Arabs was adequate to that mission. Therefore, (the 
Arabs) overpowered all the other nations. At the present time, however, 
each region has people of its own who represent the superior group 
feeling (there).°7 


The argument of Ibn Khaldiin was in fact sociological, stating that the 
requirement of Qurayshite descent fell under the heading of competence. If 
it was considered a necessary condition that the caliph belonged to a group 
that possessed superior ‘asabiyyah or group feeling in order that other 
groups would follow them, the Quraysh may not always fulfil that 
condition.°* This argument was later taken up by others in the nineteenth 
century, including Cevdet Pasa, who completed the Ottoman Turkish 
translation of the Muqgaddimah that was begun by Pirizade Mehmed 
Sahib.°4 

Another issue surrounding the caliphate was that of the permissibility of 
having two caliphs. In 1726 the Afghans sent a delegation to Istanbul to ask 
the Ottoman Sultan to accept the coexistence of two caliphs. The Ottomans 
objected to this on the grounds of a hadith (saying of Muhammad) which 
holds that it was not permissible for two caliphs to be appointed.>° 
Furthermore, the Ottomans abided by a fatwa that declared coexisting 
caliphs as permissible only if they were separated by a great geographical 
barrier, such as the Indian Ocean, so that mutual interference in internal 
affairs would be difficult.°° Again, Pirizade drew from Ibn Khaldin for his 
position against the idea of coexisting caliphs. 

What is lacking in the Ottoman discourses that appropriate Ibn Khaldtin 
is a systematic application in the tradition of positive social science of his 
theory of the rise and decline of dynasties with reference to the historical 
facts of the Ottoman case. The application of Ibn Khaldtin’s theory would 
result in the search for empirical manifestations of the consolidation of 
‘asabiyyah among the Turkic tribes that formed the military force behind 
the rise of the Ottomans, and of the decline of ‘asabiyyah in terms of 
changes in land tenure systems. For example, it could be said that the 


assignment of timars (benefices) to tribal chieftains had the effect of 
creating an economic and moral gap between the chieftains and the 
tribesmen, which in turn would affect ‘asabiyyah. In other words, the stages 
of growth and decay that a dynasty passes through in Ibn Khaldiin’s scheme 
can be discussed in the context of the transition of the conquering tribesmen 
from the pastoral nomadic mode of production to the prebendal feudal 
mode of production — that is, one founded on the assignment of benefices. 
The next chapters discuss applications of Ibn Khaldtin that belong to the 
second category referred to above: applications of Ibn Khaldiin’s theoretical 
framework to historical and contemporary cases of reform and state 
formation that are not prescriptive or normative but analytical. 


5S A Khaldinian theory of Muslim 
reform 


A theory of Muslim revival 


Muslim revival has been studied mainly as a modern phenomenon and as a 
reaction to Western imperialism and colonialism, and the modernization of 
the Muslim world. Muslim revival, however, is a much older phenomenon 
that dates back to the first century of Islam, which saw the first extremist 
groups to emerge in the Muslim world. An important theoretical resource 
for the study of Muslim revival is the work of Ibn Khaldtin. While Ibn 
Khalditin is well known in both the Muslim world and the West, he has been 
seen more of a precursor of the various modern social sciences and as a 
source of historical data and information, rather than as a resource for the 
development of theoretical perspectives, as we have seen in Chapter 3. This 
chapter introduces Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of state formation as a theory of 
Muslim revival founded on the concept of taghyir al-munkar and makes 
some remarks concerning the relevance of this theory to the study of 
contemporary Muslim revival. Ibn Khalditin’s Muqaddimah has long been 
recognized as a pioneering work that theorizes the rise and decline of 
dynasties in the Arab East and West. The framework of the Mugaddimah, 
however, has not generally been seen as theorizing the phenomenon of 
Muslim revival.! At the same time, the traditionally trained ‘ulama’ were 
unlikely to take much interest in Ibn Khaldtin’s theory of reform since he 
was not considered to be a historian on par with great historians like al- 
Tabari, al-Mas‘udi and al-Ya‘qibi, who were more accustomed to the more 
traditional methods? that Ibn Khaldin critiqued. 

Among the first to recognize that Ibn Khaldtin’s theory of state formation 
was at one and the same time a theory of Muslim reform was probably the 
eminent Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset (1883-1955). Ortega’s 


account of Ibn Khalditin’s perspective is also an interesting early example of 
an attempt to incorporate Ibn Khaldiin into modern knowledge. In an essay 
that first appeared in 1934 entitled “Abenjaldtn nos revela el secreto: 
pensamientos sobre Africa Menor” (“Ibn Khalditin reveals his secrets to us: 
thoughts on North Africa’), Ortega presents, in a somewhat condescending 
manner, Ibn Khaldtin’s as a mind struggling to be cosmopolitan and 
multicultural. Ortega makes the interesting distinction between ordinary 
curiosity and surprise. Something that arouses curiosity may merely be a 
novelty that could be soon forgotten. A curious person is not necessarily 
surprised by anything because he is simply attracted by the novelty of a 
thing. This is not true with something that evokes surprise. To be surprised 
is to discover a problem that requires an effort of the mind to solve. The 
thing that evokes surprise, however, contains a problem that requires an 
effort of the mind to unravel and master.? Ortega was contemplating the 
difference between curiosity and surprise with reference to Melilla, a North 
African town conquered by the Spaniards in 1497. Melilla presented a 
certain problem to Ortega. For the last 400 years the city and its countryside 
had existed in hostile opposition to one other, while at the same time there 
were practically no relations between the city and the countryside, with the 
latter remaining uninfluenced by the former. 

To Ortega, this was a peculiarly African phenomenon which he was 
puzzled as to how to explain. Europeans would not be able to solve this 
problem as they had different conceptions of historical reality that were not 
appropriate for understanding Africa. It was necessary to ask a native, an 
African who was uninfluenced by Western ideas. This was no easy task in 
view of the fact that Africans generally were not thinkers. They did produce 
historical works but not conceptual frameworks for the study of history.* 

An eminent exception to this was to be found in the philosopher of 
African history, Ibn Khaldtin. Ortega saw the work of Ibn Khaldtn as 
reducing the apparent chaos of North African events to the relationship 
between two modes of living, the nomadic and the sedentary.> 

According to Ortega’s reading of Ibn Khaldin, there is a coexistence of 
two ways of life: the nomadic and the sedentary. The radically different 
types of humans from these societies interact to create the state and 
civilization in North Africa. These two great ways of life make the state and 
civilization, government and culture. Nomads create the state, but sedentary 
people create civilization. Although the city is where knowledge, jobs, 


riches and pleasures are found, it does not have the nerve of power. Power, 
which emerges from moral discipline and courage, is found among the 
nomads on account of the hard life they live. This inequality in strength and 
courage enables the nomads to conquer dynasties, take control of cities and 
even found new dynasties. Having done so, however, they fall prey to the 
civilizing process of the city and become vulnerable to conquest by new 
invading nomads. History is submitted to such a rhythm. Ortega was 
impressed that Ibn Khaldtin was even able to assign a figure to this rhythm, 
that is, three generations or 120 years.° Ortega regarded the Mugaddimah as 
the first ever philosophy of history to be elaborated, unlike the work of 
another African, St. Augustine, which was basically a theology of history. 
Ortega also recognized the Mugaddimah as the first work of sociology.’ 
Ortega insisted that Spaniards would not be able to understand their past, 
present and future if they did not understand North Africa. The same 
cultural influences that affected the northern part of Africa also passed 
through Spain. Ortega suggested that Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of the rise and 
decline of states explains the emergence of the Saudi state and the role of 
Wahhabism. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Al Sa‘iid or Ibn Sa‘iid, the first monarch of 
Saudi Arabia, with the support of his family and tribe, and galvanized by 
the religious ideology of Wahhabism, was able to capture the city of Najd. 
Ortega described Wahhabism as a form of puritanism — not a religion, 
“but a fanatic exaggeration of a religion”.* But Ortega regarded Islam, 
which he referred to as Muhammadanism (Spanish mahometismo), as 
Puritanism. He delivered his damning verdict on Islam as follows: 


It is the only creed which starts with “no”. The warlike efficiency that 
Muhammadanism had was not a coincidence, a chance. The 
Muhammadan faith is instrinsically polemic, warring. First of all, they 
believe that others have no right to believe what they believe not. Rather 
than monotheism the psychologically exact name of this religion should 
be “non-polytheism”. Within Muhammadanism there are periodically 
new forms of archi-puritanism. One of them is Wahhabism: they hit 
children if they laugh and don’t allow them to have toys.” 


Although Ortega was not correct in reducing Islam to the Wahhabi 
phenomenon of his time, he was correct to see the relevance of Ibn 
Khaldtin’s theory for explaining the role of religious reform in the 


formation of the Saudi state. As noted by Ansari, “Saudi Arabia ... [was] 
the perfect candidate of Ibn Khaldiin’s natural history model”. !° 

Ibn Khalditin’s theory, therefore, is one of tribal-religious revolt,!! 
ideologically founded on a theological rationalization that was ironically 
authored in the centres of learning, the cities. Such a theology viewed war 
against Muslims as a jihad against polytheists, requiring therefore the 
pronouncement of takfir or the declaration of infidelity upon such Muslims. 
First adopted by the Kharijites in the first decades of the rise of Islam, takfir 
is also practised during our times by some Wahhabis and so-called Salafis. 
For example, Sa‘ud bin ‘Abd al-‘Aziz sent a message to the Ottomans, 
accusing the caliphate of being in a state of unbelief, polytheism and 
apostasy and called on it to convert to Islam. Other messages were sent to 
the Ottomans calling on them to become Muslims. !? 

AS we saw in Chapter 2, Ibn Khaldtin was very much aware of the role of 
religious leaders in the unification of the bedouin. He noted cases in history 
of religious personalities such as saints (sing. wali, pl. awliya’) who had the 
capacity to rally the tribesmen around them, appealing to them to follow 
religious rulings and adopt praiseworthy qualities. Such leaders were able to 
unite the tribes around a religious ideology, uniting them as a social 
organization that would eventually participate in the founding of a state and 
kingship.!> The solidarity implied by the concept of ‘asabiyyah is not 
wholly dependent on kinship ties. Religion may play a fundamental role in 
bringing about or consolidating tribal solidarity, a significant example being 
the rise of Islam itself. The following is one example cited by Ibn Khaldin: 


It happened to the Sufi shaykh Ibn Qasi, the author of the Kitab Khal‘ 
al-Na ‘layn on Sufism. He rose in revolt in Spain and made propaganda 
for the truth shortly before the time when the propaganda of the Mahdi 
(of the Almohads) started. His followers were called al-Murabittin. (Ibn 
Qast) had some success, because the Lamtinah (Almoravids) were 
preoccupied with their own difficulties with the Almohads. (But) there 
were no groups and tribes there to defend him. When the Almohads 
took over control of the Maghrib, he soon obeyed them and participated 
in their cause. He took the oath of allegiance to them at his stronghold, 
the fortress of Arcos (de la Frontera). He handed his frontier province 


over to them and became their first missionary in Spain. His revolt was 
called the revolt of the Murabitin.!* 


The Murabittin or Almoravids was one of three important dynasties in 
North Africa that Ibn Khaldtin wrote about in terms of his thesis of rise and 
decline. These were case studies that empirically verified his theory and 
also illustrated the role of religion. The three dynasties — the Almoravids 
(al-Murabitin) (1053-1147), the Almohads (al-Muwahhidtn) (1147-1275) 
and the Marinids (1213-1524) — were each founded with the support of 
Berber tribes, the Sanhajah for the Almoravids, the Masmiudah for the 
Almohads, and the Zanatah for the Marinids, and declined generally 
according to the model suggested by Ibn Khaldtn. 

The Almoravids established their state utilizing the power of the 
powerful Sanhajah Berber tribes; they enlarged and established cities, and 
then enlisted the help of the Sanhajahs to keep other possibly dissident 
tribes in the surrounding areas at bay. But the Almoravids were eventually 
overcome by the Almohads, which started as a religious reform movement 
under Ibn Tumart with the support of the Masmudah Berber tribes. The 
Almohads themselves fisnally gave way to the Marinids who rode on the 
military support of the Zanatah Berber tribes. !> 

Therefore, the conflict between these two types of society, that is, pre- 
sedentary bedouins and sedentarized tribes, concerned more than the spoils 
of the city. At times, religious fervour and the will to bring about a return to 
the correct path of religion were a factor. The role of the religious leader 
was to reform society. 


Many religious people who follow the ways of religion come to revolt 
against unjust amirs. They call for a change in, and prohibition of, evil 
(practices) (taghyir al-munkar) and for good practices. They hope for a 
divine reward for what they do. They gain many followers and 
sympathizers among the great mass of the people, but they risk being 
killed, and most of them actually do perish in consequence of their 
activities as sinners and unrewarded, because God had not destined 
them for such (activities as they undertake). He commands such 
activities to be undertaken only where there exists the power to bring 
them to a successful conclusion. Muhammad said: “Should one among 
you see evil activities, he should change them with his hand. If he 


cannot do that, he should change them with his tongue. And if he cannot 
do that, he should change them with his heart.” 

Rulers and dynasties are strongly entrenched. Their foundations can 
be undermined and destroyed only through strong efforts backed by the 
group feeling of tribes and families, as we have mentioned before. 
Similarly, prophets in their religious propaganda depended on groups 
and families, though they were the ones who could have been supported 
by God with anything in existence, if He had wished, but in His wisdom 
He permitted matters to take their customary course. !° 


As we have seen earlier, for Ibn Khaldtin the bedouin were not seeking 
merely the luxuries of sedentary life. They were driven by the will to 
reform, eager to abolish what was objectionable (taghyir al-munkar). 

The role of religion was essential but religion would not succeed without 
‘asabiyyah or group feeling. Many examples were furnished by Ibn 
Khaldin. For example: 


At the beginning of this century, a man of Sufi leanings, by the name of 
at-Tuwayzirl, appeared in al-Sis. He went to the Mosque of Massah on 
the shore of the Mediterranean and pretended to be the Expected 
Fatimid. He was taking advantage of the common people’s firm belief 
in predictions to the effect that the Fatimid was about to appear and that 
his mission would originate at that mosque. A number of ordinary 
Berber groups were attracted to him like moths (to the flame). Their 
chiefs then feared that the revolt might spread. The leader of the 
Masmiudah at that time, ‘Umar al-Saksiwi, secretly sent someone to 
him, who killed him in his bed. 

Also at the beginning of this century, a man known as al-‘Abbas 
appeared among the Ghumarah. He made a similar claim. The lowest 
among the stupid and imbecile members of those tribes followed his 
blethering. He marched on Badis, one of the (Ghumarah) cities, and 
entered it by force. He was then killed, forty days after the start of his 
mission. He perished like those before him.!’ 


Ibn Khaldiin cites several such cases and notes that the mistake made by 
many aspiring revolutionaries was that they underestimated or ignored the 
significance of ‘asabiyyah. The combination of ‘asabiyyah and religion, 


however, was a potent one. It was the conquest of the dynasty by the more 
socially cohesive bedouin that effectively, albeit temporarily, abolished 
what is objectionable, that is, the excesses of sedentary life. In Ibn 
Khaldiin’s world there was the cyclical change that rescued society from 
these excesses. The reform is cyclical. A tribe conquers a dynasty, founds a 
new one and rules until it is overthrown by a reform-minded leader who has 
the support of tribes eager to cash in on the city. The luxury of city life is 
the chief cause of the rise of impiety. In Ibn Khaldiin’s world, ordinary folk 
were caught between the oppressive policies and conduct of a royal 
authority on one hand and the prospects of conquest by bloodthirsty 
tribesmen led by a religious leader bent on destruction of the existing order 
on the other. Ibn Khaldtin resigned himself to the eternal repetition of the 
cycle. He did not foresee developments that would lead to the elimination 
of the cycle. This happened with the Ottomans, the Qajar dynasty in Iran, 
and the state in the Yemen. The cycle ceased to be in operation when the 
basis of state power was no longer tribal. 


Gellner on Ibn Khaldin: an insufficiently sociological theory 


Gellner’s application of Ibn Khaldtin’s theory by way of a merger with 
David Hume’s oscillation theory of religion is well known. What is 
particularly interesting about Gellner’s application of Ibn Khaldin’s model 
to North African history is not the above account in terms of circles of 
tribes, which does not add much to the original model, but Gellner’s attempt 
to merge Ibn Khaldiin’s sociology with David Hume’s oscillation theory of 
religion. Hume rejected the unilineal theory of the development of religion 
from polytheism to monotheism in favour of an oscillation theory according 
to which there is a change from polytheism to monotheism and back again 
to polytheism. There is a flux and reflux in the human mind of polytheism 
and monotheism.!* The swing from polytheism to monotheism is triggered 
by a competitive sycophancy. Devotees compete with each other in their 
adulation of one of the deities of a pantheon until that deity assumes the 
status of the one and only God. An example that Hume gives is the 
elevation of the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to Jehovah and the 
creator of the world. Such a God, however, is then seen to be too distant and 
inaccessible. Demi-gods and middle beings are needed for mediation. But 


the pendulum swings back again to monotheism as “these idolatrous 
religions fall every day into grosser and more vulgar conceptions”. !? 
As Gellner notes, Hume’s theory was psychologistic. It is devoid of 


references to social factors, which were introduced in an ad hoc fashion as 
and when the system ran into difficulties.2” Gellner considered that Ibn 
Khaldtin’s model provided the social basis for Hume’s pendulum swing 
theory of religion in that it explained how the urban setting provided for a 
scripturalist unitarian puritanism while the nomadic setting provided for a 
saint-mediated, hierarchical system.?! The oscillation now had a social 
basis. While Gellner’s work is probably the only serious attempt to look at 
Ibn Khaldiin’s theory as a theory of Muslim reform, there are problems with 
it. Gellner noted that Hume’s model was excessively psychological. 
Gellner’s merger of Hume and Ibn Khaldiin does provide the social basis 
for a theory deemed too psychologistic. What it does not do, however, is 
introduce Ibn Khaldiin’s concept of religious change or reform (taghyir 
almunkar) and elaborate on the social basis of such change. In fact, it is not 
merely that this religious change has a social basis. The relevance of the 
social goes beyond that. The process of religious change is part of a larger 
societal change that involves war and conflict, a change in the state elite 
and regime, and the ascendancy of a new ruling tribe. Furthermore, this 
change takes place within a certain political economic context that was not 
elaborated on, neither by Ibn Khaldtn nor by Gellner. In other words, 
Gellner’s merger of Ibn Khaldtin and Hume lacks an economic base. In 
both Ibn Khaldtin’s theory of the rise and decline of states and Gellner’s 
version of it there is no conceptualization of the economy and no typology 
of economic systems. There is the prospect, therefore, of integrating a 
modes of production approach into the Khaldtnian model. The marrying of 
the Khaldinian approach to a modes of production framework is discussed 
in the context of Ottoman and Safavid history in Chapters 6 and 7 
respectively. In what remains of this chapter, I discuss examples from Ibn 
Khaldtin’s own empirical cases and how these can be framed within a 
modes of production framework. 


Ibn Khaldin and the modes of production 


Before proceeding, however, it might be interesting to note that while it 
appears that Marx and Engels were familiar with the work of Ibn Khaldin, 


as we saw in Chapter 3, they had not thought in terms of integrating their 
own approach into that of Ibn Khaldiin. Consider Engels’ classic 
Khaldtnian statement: 


Islam is a religion adapted to Orientals, especially Arabs, i.e., on one 
hand to townsmen engaged in trade and industry, on the other to 
nomadic Bedouins. Therein lies, however, the embryo of a periodically 
recurring collision. The townspeople grow rich, luxurious and lax in the 
observation of the “law”. The Bedouins, poor and hence of strict 
morals, contemplate with envy and covetousness these riches and 
pleasures. Then they unite under a prophet, a Mahdi, to chastise the 
apostates and restore the observation of the ritual and the true faith and 
to appropriate in recompense the treasures of the renegades. In a 
hundred years they are naturally in the same position as the renegades 
were: a new purge of the faith is required, a new Mahdi arises and the 
game starts again from the beginning. That is what happened from the 
conquest campaigns of the African Almoravids and the Almohads in 
Spain to the last Mahdi of Khartoum who so successfully thwarted the 
English. It happened in the same way or similarly with the risings in 
Persia and other Mohammedan countries. All these movements are 
clothed in religion but they have their source in economic causes; and 
yet, even when they are victorious, they allow the old economic 
conditions to persist untouched. So the old situation remains unchanged 
and the collision recurs periodically.” 


What is interesting here is that there is absolutely no reference to Ibn 
Khaldtn, although we can be quite certain that both Engels and his long- 
time collaborator Karl Marx knew of the work of Ibn Khaldtin. Even more 
astonishing is the fact that neither Marx nor Engels thought of integrating 
the cyclical theory of the rise and decline of state that Engels’ seems to note 
in the passage above into their own modes of production framework. 

North Africa or the Arab West (the Maghrib)*? is fertile ground for the 
study of the history of state formation and its interaction with the prevailing 
modes of production. It is also the empirical field that Ibn Khaldtn knew 
best, having worked at the court of various rulers of the Maghrib and 
experienced the instabilities and uncertainties of political life. It is also the 
empirical field that we can consider for this preliminary attempt to merge 


the Khalditinian model with a modes of production approach. Ibn Khaldiin’s 
historical narrative of the Maghrib and the Mugaddimah in which he 
elaborated a historical sociology of the state must have been prompted and 
influenced by the intrigues, conflicts and conquests that he came 
uncomfortably close to. It is, therefore, rather strange that there has been no 
systematic assessment of his theoretical framework in the light of his 
empirical studies of the rise and decline of Maghribian dynasties. 

This and the next sections of this chapter have two principal tasks. First, 
it briefly critiques Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of state formation as detailed in the 
Muqaddimah. | argue that while Ibn Khaldiin’s work does theorize the 
dynamics of state formation and the nature of social change that that entails, 
his work is silent on those aspects of political economy that have to do with 
the nature of the economic system. While there is a notion of political 
dynamics in Ibn Khaldtin’s theory, there is no discussion in his works on the 
nature or types of economy that interact with political change. The second 
task, therefore, is to integrate a modes of production approach into Ibn 
Khaldtin’s theory. This would bring us some way towards the elaboration of 
a general Khaldtnian historical sociology. 

Empirically, the focus of this chapter is the westernmost region of North 
Africa, that 1s, al-maghrib al-aqsd, or the Far West of the eleventh to 
sixteenth centuries, more or less corresponding to present-day Morocco. 
This was the period of the rise and decline of three dynasties: the 
Almoravids (1053-1147), the Almohads (1147-1275) and Marinids (1213- 
1524). 

The next section of this chapter provides a Khaldutnian narrative of state 
formation in Morocco, for the period under consideration, pointing out the 
gaps and weaknesses in this account and suggesting the need for a modes of 
production approach that establishes the relationship between religion on 
the one hand and the political economy on the other. This is followed in the 
next section by discussions of Moroccan economy and society and a 
systematic reconstruction of the Moroccan modes of production for the 
period under consideration. I then turn to restating the original Khaldiinian 
dynamics presented earlier in terms of the modes of production framework 
just developed. The chapter concludes with some thoughts on _ the 
implications of this modified Khaldiinian theory for the development of a 
Muslim theory of reform as well as a more general Khaldinian historical 
sociology of state formation. 


Ibn Khaldin and state formation in Morocco (1053-1524) 


The Maghrib is a vast area populated by people of diverse origins, having 
been invaded by the Phoenicians, Romans, Vandals, Byzantines, Arabs, 
Ottomans and Europeans. For the period under consideration here, which 
comprises six centuries of the Muslim period in pre-modern times, the most 
important groups were the Berbers and the Arabs. Little is known about the 
origins of the Berbers. The Romans referred to those peoples who did not 
speak Latin or Greek as barbaro (barbarian), from which the English 
‘Berber’ is derived.24 A common theory is that the Berbers were of 
Canaanite or Himyarite origins and migrated to North Africa from Palestine 
or Yemen. Ibn Khaldin himself cites numerous hypotheses regarding the 
origins of the Berbers but finally accepted that they were of Canaanite 
origin. According to this account, the Berbers were descendants of Noah 
through his son, Ham.° The learned among the genealogists say that all the 
Berber tribes derived from the two great branches of the Berbers, the Butr 
and Baranis, named after Madghis al-Abtar and Barnas, the two sons of Bir, 
a descendant of Ham.”° Of the three Berber tribes that concern us here, the 
Masmiudah and Sanhajah were Baranis tribes.2/ 

Whatever their origins, the Berbers were likely to be a product of the 
admixture of the indigenous population and migrants to North Africa from 
West Asia. The generally accepted theory is that one Mediterranean group 
entered the Maghrib from the northeast and another from the southeast, via 
eastern Africa. This would account for the existence of physical distinctions 
and mutually incomprehensible dialects among the different Berber 
groups.° Prior to the coming of the Arabs, Phoenicians, Greeks, Romans, 
Vandals and Byzantines all entered North Africa. By the middle of the 
seventh century, however, Arab armies under the Umayyads in the east 
moved into North Africa, attacking Byzantine positions and facing strong 
resistance from the Berber tribes.2? The Arabs conquered Carthage and 
effectively ended Byzantine power in the Maghrib in AD 698 and began the 
conquest of Spain a few years later. Umayyad control of Morocco was to 
remain precarious as a result of Berber resistance. 

In AD 789 a member of the Umayyad royal family and a sharif,*° Idris, 
after having fled for his life from Arabia to Morocco amid the collapse of 
the Umayyads and the takeover by the Abbasids, was accepted as the 
politico-religious leader of the locals. The Idrisid dynasty he founded lasted 


until AD 970. From 970 till 1053 Morocco was divided into petty warring 
states. After 1053, Morocco was ruled by successive dynasties until 1668 
when the Alawite dynasty founded by a sharfian family from the east took 
control, and rule to this day.>! 

We are concerned in this chapter with the Almoravid, Almohad and 
Marinid dynasties. The Khaldiinian problematic in this context was 
discussed in detail in Chapter 2, as well as briefly in this chapter above. 
Among the well-known examples used by Ibn Khaldiin to illustrate the 
cyclical rise and decline of states as a consequence of the alternation 
between weak and strong ‘asabiyyah are those of these three dynasties. His 
study of these and other North African dynasties provided the empirical 
field on the basis of which he developed an original theory of state 
formation. 

This theory of state formation is an abstraction from the empirical field 
of the history of the Maghrib that Ibn Khalditin was only too familiar with. 
The theory of state formation and decline is elaborated in the Muqaddimah. 
In the latter, the formation and decline of North African states, including the 
three successive dynasties of Morocco — the Almoravids (1053-1147), the 
Almohads (1147-1275) and the Marinids (1213-1524) — are discussed in 
detail. Each of these dynasties were founded and upheld by Berber tribes, 
the Sanhajah for the Almoravids, the Masmiidah for the Almohads, and the 
Zanatah for the Marinids, and declined in terms suggested by Ibn Khaldiin’s 
model. 

The Almoravids established their state utilizing the power of the 
powerful Sanhajah Berber tribes; they enlarged and established cities, and 
then enlisted the Sanhajahs’ help to keep other possibly dissident tribes in 
the surrounding areas at bay. But the Almoravids were eventually overcome 
by the Almohads, which started as a religious reform movement under Ibn 
Tumart with the support of the Masmidah Berber tribes. The Almohads 
themselves finally gave way to the Marinids who rode on the military 
support of the Zanatah Berber tribes.** The Almohad movement was started 
by Ibn Tumart, who was a member of the Masmiudah, a Berber tribe of the 
Atlas Mountains. The son of a lamplighter in a mosque, he was known for 
his piety from a young age. When he performed the hajj while a young man 
he angered people in Mecca with his protests against what he saw as the 
laxity of other worshippers, and as a result he was expelled. He made his 
way to Baghdad where he studied religious sciences. Although Ibn Tuimart 


drew upon the Ash‘arite school as well as al-Ghazali, his reaction to what 
he observed of the religious practices around him was to uphold a form of 
unitarianism that went against the teachings of the dominant Sunni schools 
of his time. 

He returned to Morocco at the age of 28, when it was under the 
Almoravids, and began preaching his ideas. His experience was not unlike 
that of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab several centuries later. The 
scholars of Fez were of the view that ibn Tamart’s views were extreme. 
Having been expelled on a number of occasions from many other towns, he 
finally found refuge among his tribesmen, the Masmiudah in the Atlas 
Mountains.°? The ‘asabiyyah of the Masmidah tribes was certainly a result 
of the kind of agnatic ties that are found in tribal social organizations. But 
religion also played a significant role in the group feeling of the Masmidah, 
especially when there was a need for the tribe to be united on the basis of a 
larger rather than smaller unit. Religion, under the leadership of a prophet 
or saint, has the function of allowing individual aspirations to coincide, 
thereby creating a more socially cohesive unit.°** Ibn Timart died in 1128 
but his death was a kept a secret for two years by his principal disciple, a 
fellow Berber by the name of ‘Abd al-Mu’min. This was a tactical move on 
the part of ‘Abd al-Mu’min to keep the ‘asabiyyah forged by Ibn Tumart 
alive while he consolidated his power.*> Riding on this ‘asabiyyah, his 
campaigns eventually succeeded in overthrowing the Almoravids. The new 
Almohad dynasty was eventually to encompass all of northern Africa and 
Andalusia. 

Ibn Timart’s thought is characterized by the allegorical interpretation 
(ta wil) of the Ash‘arite school of theology and the doctrine of the infallible 
Imam of the Shi‘ah.*° Ibn Timart lived in a region where ta’wil and the 
study of usul al-figh had been abandoned. Figh had been regarded as fixed 
and there were no longer efforts to explain the law in terms of the original 
sources. The dominant school of the region, Malikite, upheld the study of 
the furii‘ instead.*’ While this state of intellectual affairs was certainly 
problematic from the point of view of the prevailing consensus in the 
Muslim world of that time, Ibn Tumart’s reaction was extreme. He regarded 
the religious views of his contemporaries as kufr. He argued that the literal 
interpretation of the Qur’an inevitably led to tajsim or anthropomorphism. 
Those who hold to such interpretations are Ad@firs and should be expelled 


from society.°® This justified war against the ruling dynasty, the 
Almoravids. 

As Ibn Khaldin says, it was by virtue of his religious knowledge that Ibn 
Tumart could command a following among the Masmiudah. He noted that 
while the Zanatah were more deeply rooted in the desert and, therefore, 
more formidable as a fighting force, they lacked a religious call that the 
Masmiidah had under Ibn Timart.*? The Masmiidah, however, were to be 
eventually defeated by the Zanatah. This was the fate of any tribe that came 
to power. 


As a result, the toughness of desert life is lost. Group feeling and 
courage weaken. Members of the tribe revel in the well-being that God 
has given them. Their children and offspring grow up too proud to look 
after themselves or to attend to their own needs. They have disdain also 
for all the other things that are necessary in connection with group 
feeling. This finally becomes a character trait and natural characteristic 
of theirs. Their group feeling and courage decrease in the next 
generations. Eventually, group feeling is altogether destroyed. They thus 
invite (their) own destruction. The greater their luxury and the easier the 
life they enjoy, the closer they are to extinction, not to mention (their 
lost chance of obtaining) royal authority. The things that go with luxury 
and submergence in a life of ease break the vigor of the group feeling, 
which alone produces superiority. When group feeling is destroyed, the 
tribe is no longer able to defend or protect itself, let alone press any 
claims. It will be swallowed up by other nations.?° 


Simplified versions of this Khaldtinian account are to found in modern 
works on Maghrib history. Gellner, for example, reconstructed the 
Khaldtinian model in terms of circles of tribes. Once a tribal group brings 
down a dynasty and establishes its own rule, it controls the bildd al- 
makhzan from which it is able to collect taxes. This is distinguished from 
the bildd al-siba or outlying regions that may be nominally under the ruler’s 
control but which are populated by tribes that successfully evade tax 
collection. The pre-colonial history of Morocco was understood by Gellner 
as an oscillating system in which the makhzan and siba were in perpetual 
conflict. The makhzan was populated by the inner and middle circle of 
tribes, who extracted taxes and paid taxes respectively. The siba was 


populated by the outer circle of tribes who refused to pay taxes.*! The szba 
was a permanent threat to the ruling dynasty, a breeding ground of potential 
conquerors and new dynasties.‘ 

The dynasty based itself in a larger town such as Fez, Marrakesh, Meknes 
or Rabat. The ruling, tax-exempt tribe provided the military support to the 
ruler. Other tribes might swear allegiance to the ruler but there were also the 
dissident tribes of the siba who often refused to subject themselves to the 
fiscal authority of the ruler.** 

As the state found it increasingly difficult to enforce laws, collect taxes 
and maintain a military force that kept the dissidents out but were not a 
threat to the dynasty itself, its ability to resist invasion from the siba 
declined. The nature of the oscillation was such that the weakened state was 
no longer able to control the dissident tribes because the political structure 
within the state evolved from one of tribal egalitarianism into an autocratic 
hierarchy. With the invasion of the makhzan by fresh supplies of more 
egalitarian and disciplined tribes from the szba, the system returned to its 
original egalitarian form every three generations or so.*4 

Wansborough and Brett draw attention to yet another Khaldtn-inspired 
model, this time based on a distorted reading of Ibn Khaldiin in the 
Mugqaddimah and the Kitab al-‘Ibar. According to this deficiency model, 
North African society was intrinsically destructive owing to the 
pervasiveness of nomadic social patterns, and Oriental religion — that is, 
Islam, and nomadic Arab invasions — resulting in protracted Arab—Berber 
conflicts.*> One account, for example, states that the religion of the Berbers 
was a combative Islam.*° 

As noted by Seddon, these Khaldtnian-inspired models combine the 
Orientalist image of a static, unchanging Muslim society with the 
anthropologists’ image of a classless African tribal society.*4’ The pre- 
colonial North African state was turbulent “but the turbulence affected only 
the personnel, not the structure itself’.4* Furthermore, these approaches, as 
well as that of Ibn Khaldin, are largely innocent of political economy. The 
Kitab al-‘Tbar itself is full of references to political personalities, tribal 
chieftains, rulers and religious reformers. The volumes covering the various 
Berber dynasties such as the Almoravids, Almohads and Marinids narrate 
struggles, plots and intrigues, revolts and invasions. But the conflict 
between the makhzan and siba seems to take place in an economic vacuum. 


The relationship between the economic system and political change, that is, 
the rise and decline of dynasties, is not specified. 

Despite these weaknesses, however, the very attempt to develop a 
Khaldtnian model of the state in North Africa leads us to begin to identify 
the structure and dynamics of the state, economy and society in a more 
systematic manner. Gellner observed that pre-colonial Morocco was neither 
a feudal nor an “Oriental society” founded on the establishment and 
maintenance of an irrigation system. *” What is implied here is the need to 
specify the nature of the economic system of precolonial Morocco and its 
corresponding social and political structures. However, Marxist or Marxist- 
inspired attempts to do this, by way of the concept of mode of production, 
have also proven problematic. 

For example, Mourad, in his brief discussion of what he called the feudal 
state in pre-colonial Morocco, refers to the tribe as a political and economic 
entity corresponding to a mode of production.°? But the understanding of 
the Moroccan modes of production is confused. Mourad understood that the 
fundamental contradiction in pre-colonial Morocco was between tribal 
interests of pastoral and agricultural producers and the ruling dynasty. This 
he saw as a typically feudal society.°! The inappropriateness of applying the 
concept of feudalism to pre-colonial Morocco or the possibility of the 
existence of other modes of production was not entertained. 

The approach of Lacoste focuses on political economy and brings 
attention to trade, landownership and tenure, and the mode of production, in 
his discussion of the Khaldiinian dynamics of North African history.>? 
There are, however, problems with Lacoste’s characterization of the North 
African pre-colonial economy in terms of the Asiatic mode of production. 
First of all, he tends to use the term as a residual category referring to 
different modes of production that cannot be identified with either slavery 
or feudalism.°* Second, his attempt to conceptualize North African 
economy in terms of one mode of production tends to oversimplify what 
was in reality a complex interaction of several coexisting modes of 
production. 

The next section provides a brief overview of Moroccan economy and 
society in order that the variety of Moroccan modes of production can be 
abstracted. 


Moroccan economy and society: reconstructing the Moroccan 
modes of production 


For our description of the pre-colonial Moroccan economy and society and 
its conceptualization in terms of modes of production, we begin with Ibn 
Khaldtn. Ibn Khaldin lists the principal modes of making a living (wujuh 
al-ma‘ash) as falhan, by which he means the cultivation of crops as well as 
the herding of animals, crafts or the expenditure of human labour on 
specific materials, and trade.°t The mode of making a living is defined as 
the desire for and the effort to obtain both sustenance as well as surplus.>° If 
we were to reformulate Ibn Khaldtin’s modes of making a living in terms of 
modes of production,°° we would be able to list four modes of production. 
Corresponding to the falhan mode of making a living are three modes of 
production: the Asiatic, prebendal feudal and pastoral modes of production. 
Corresponding to crafts is the petty commodity mode of production. Trade 
is anot a mode of production in itself but a means by which different modes 
of production are linked.’ 

Most works on pre-colonial Moroccan economy and society tend to 
describe the system in terms of unitary modes of production. As mentioned 
above, Lacoste characterized the North African pre-colonial economy in 
terms of the Asiatic mode of production and Mourad in terms of feudalism. 
My approach, following Amin and Wolf, is to argue that pre-colonial 
Moroccan society was organized along the lines of three modes of 
production: that is, the tributary, petty commodity and pastoral nomadic.*® 

The tributary mode of production itself has its centralized and 
decentralized variants. An example of the centralized variant is the Asiatic 
mode of production, where power is centralized in the state, which 
appropriates the entire economic surplus. The state is the owner of 
agricultural and manufacturing property.-’ The state is also both landlord 
and sovereign. Taxes coincide with rent in the sense that there is no tax that 
differs from ground-rent.°? However, unlike Asiatic modes to be found in 
China and Southeast Asia, the power of Moroccan dynasties did not derive 
from the control of large-scale irrigation or other public works. Rather, the 
centralized tributary mode of production here was based on the control by 
the state of superior tribal military capabilities provided by pastoral nomads 
such as the Sanhajah, the Masmudah and the Zanatah. The state was a 
major owner of land, denoted by the term jaza’ or makhzan, which was 


often either rented out to cultivators or cultivated through crop-sharing or 
wage labour arrangements with the state.°! The state also owned rent and 
tax-paying establishments such as workshops, public bath houses, houses, 
inns and others in the cities. 

But, centralization was not the only feature of the tributary mode of 
production that existed in Morocco of the period under consideration. Not 
all rural and urban land was owned by the state or administered directly by 
the state. There was a category of land called igta‘, a term for a form of an 
administrative or military grant or benefice. It is possibly due to the 
identification of the igta‘ with the European fief that some scholars have 
described the mode of production in precolonial North Africa in terms of 
feudalism. But the similarities between the igtd ‘ and the fief are superficial. 
Unlike the European fief, the granting of igta‘ did not involve a contract of 
personal fealty, but rather fiscal considerations. Benefices were granted 
largely in return for military and administrative services. The differences 
between the European feudal system and that based on the granting of 
benefices were sufficiently great and led Weber to conceptualize the latter 
as prebendal feudalism.°? Prebendal feudalism can be said to be a 
decentralized or fragmented variation of the tributary mode of production. 

The beneficiaries of igta‘ in pre-colonial Morocco included members of 
the political elite, and Arab and Berber tribal shaykhs.°* In Marinid 
Morocco, for example, tribal chieftains received landed igta‘ worth up to 20 
gold mithqdl in taxes and in kind.°> Sometimes an entire village would have 
been granted as an igta‘. There was a tendency for igta‘ holders to gain a 
degree of independence from the ruler to the extent that it became his 
private property. It often happened that tribal chieftains became rulers of 
their own smaller-scale makhzans, which contained within them towns, 
villages and tribal populations. 

The second mode of production to be found in pre-colonial Morocco was 
the petty commodity mode of production, in which production for the 
market is carried out by producers who own their own means of production. 
It often involves private owners who hire craftsmen as wage labour on a 
small scale as well.°’ Unlike the tributary mode of production, in the petty 
commodity mode the producer does not live directly on the products of his 
labour. This mode of production was found in both rural and urban areas; in 
the rural areas, it was found where peasants owned land. 


Many of the large cities of medieval Morocco under the Almoravids, 
Almohads and Marinids were important centres of manufacturing. Fez, for 
example, was well known for its artisans and craftsmen. During the reigns 
of the Marinids, Abi al-Hasan (1331-51) and his son, Abt ‘Inan (1351- 
58), the most important industry in Fez was weaving, which employed 
about 20,000 persons.°® Other industries typically found in the Maghrib 
included carpentry, tailoring, shoe production, leather production, silk 
weaving, goldsmiths and others. Wage labour was common within these 
industries and this involved both men and women. Work in the urban areas 
in this mode of production that involved wage labour of women included 
flax spinning, silk weaving and hairdressing.® In rural areas there was 
private ownership of medium and smallholdings and the land was often 
cultivated on a share-cropping basis.’” Producers would include free 
cultivators (fallahin), quasi-indentured share-croppers (kAhamdmisah) or 
clients (mawaiz).”! 

In the pastoral nomadic mode of production, the absence of permanent 
habitation, determined by geographical factors, defined the means of 
production. These consisted of domesticated animals and land incapable of 
cultivation. Animals such as sheep, camels and goats provided basic needs 
such as butter, cheese, meat, milk, clothing, fuel (from dung) and means of 
transportation. While animals, tools and dwellings were often owned on an 
individual basis, grazing land was considered as belonging to the tribe. In 
the Maghrib, the ruling tribes lived in the makhzan while the non-tax- 
paying tribes, both nomadic and sedentary, populated the stba.’7 


The Khaldinian dynamics of Moroccan state formation from a 
modes of production perspective 


The key to understanding the decline of a dynasty such as those of the 
Almoravids, Almohads and Marinids is the phenomenon of ‘asabiyyah. A 
decline in ‘asabiyyah means that the tribal chieftain, now the ruler, is no 
longer able to command the military support of the tribe that brought him to 
power in the first place, by appealing to kinship ties. This 1s effectively a 
decline in social cohesion that results, according to Ibn Khaldin, from 
luxurious urban life. As ‘asabiyyah declines, the ability of the ruler to 
maintain his hold over the makhzan decreases until the dynasty is overrun 


by another tribal group with a superior or stronger ‘asabiyyah. This cycle 
repeats itself. The mechanisms by which this happens can be restated in 
terms of a modes of production approach. In this section, I discuss the 
relationship between the pastoral nomadic mode of production on the one 
hand, and the centralized and decentralized tributary modes of production 
on the other, in terms of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory. 

Ibn Khaldiin’s theory provides an explanation for the basis of the 
centralized tributary mode of production in Morocco. According to the 
popular variant of the Asiatic mode of production, the basis of power of the 
state is derived from its control over large-scale public works. Ibn 
Khaldiin’s theory and the case of pre-colonial Morocco provide the 
argument and historical data for understanding the basis of another type of 
centralized tributary mode of production, one in which the power of the 
state is derived from its control of tribal military support. Once the state 1s 
formed, however, the basis for the gradual decentralization of the mode of 
production is established. It is this decentralization that provides the context 
for the erosion of ‘asabiyyah. 

Ibn Khaldtn notes that once the dynasty was established, the supporting 
tribes were absorbed into the sedentary life of the makhzan. This fact can be 
restated to mean that these tribes were absorbed into the prebendal feudal 
mode of production, whereas they were previously organized in terms of the 
pastoral nomadic mode of production. After the dynasty was established, 
the problem of remunerating members of the tribal elites and their armies 
arose. The initial tribal force that eventually helped in the establishment of a 
dynasty had seniority (sabigah) and was entitled to higher salaries and 
greater benefits in terms of offices, land, tax exemptions and patronage. ”? In 
addition to this core group of fighting manpower, there was also the main 
army consisting of military tribes, the jaysh. They provided military 
services on a more systematic basis and were paid in terms of tax 
exemptions and the right to collect taxes, igta‘, and so on, and constituted a 
kind of nomadic aristocracy. ’* 

According to Schatzmiller, the state in Morocco never lacked the funds to 
pay salaries in return for military services.’> Lacoste, citing Marcais, states 
that the granting of igta‘ was more prevalent during times of economic 
downturn.’° The first grants of igfa‘ were made in the second part of the 
twelfth century and became more popular in the fourteenth century. The 
logic of this is that in periods of lesser prosperity, rulers had to resort to the 


granting of igta‘ as a means of paying members of the tribal elite. But as 
Schatzmiller notes, while igtd ‘land was supposed to revert back to the state 
after the services were granted, when the government was weaker the igta‘ 
land remained in the possession of its holders and eventually became mulk 
or private property, makhzan s on a smaller scale than that of the ruling 
dynasty. The tribal elite then attained an independence of sorts from the 
ruler. When Ibn Khalditin said that the tribesmen lose their discipline and 
experience a diminishing of their ‘asabiyyah as a result of becoming set in 
the ways of luxurious city life, he was possibly referring to the igta‘ 
holders. In any case, the phenomenon of igta‘ holding is one means by 
which ‘asabiyyah diminishes. 

This negative effect on ‘asabiyyah of the incorporation into the prebendal 
feudal mode of production is exacerbated by a tactic that was resorted to by 
the ruler. Ibn Khaldtin observed that the ruler often tried to become less 
reliant on the ruling tribe by granting positions and salaries to clients and 
followers from groups and tribes other than those on whose power the 
dynasty was established. 


(The rulers) maintain their hold over the government and their own 
dynasty with the help, then, either of clients and followers who grew up 
in the shadow and power of group feeling, or (with that) of tribal groups 
of a different descent who have become their clients ... 

The same happened to the Sinhajah in the Maghrib. Their group 
feeling was destroyed in the fifth [eleventh] century, or before that. 
Dynastic (power), but of decreasing importance, was maintained by 
them in al-Mahdiyyah, in Bougie, in al-Qal‘ah, and in the other frontier 
cities of Ifriqiya. Frequently, some rival aspirant to royal authority 
would attack these frontier cities and entrench himself in them. Yet, they 
retained government and royal authority until God permitted their 
dynasty to be wiped out. Then the Almohads came, fortified by the 
strong group feeling among the Masmudah, and obliterated all traces of 
the (Sinhajah dynasty). 

The same happened to the Umayyad dynasty in Spain. When its Arab 
group feeling was destroyed, the reyes de taifas (small princes) seized 
power and divided the territory among themselves. In competition with 
each other, they distributed among themselves the realm of the 
(Umayyad) dynasty. Each one of them seized the territory under his 


control and aggrandized himself. (These rulers) learned of the relations 
that existed between the non-Arabs (in the East) and the Abbasids. 
(Imitating them,) they adopted royal surnames and used royal trappings. 
There was no danger that anyone would take (the prerogatives they 
claimed) away from them or alter (the situation in this respect), because 
Spain was no (longer the) home of groups and tribes ... ’’ 

We will see examples of this from the Ottoman and Safavid cases as well. 78 

The reason for this was that the tribe that brought the ruler to power 

constituted a potential ruling class. ’° 

The impact of the absorption of the ruling tribe into the prebendal feudal 
mode of production had, therefore, two consequences. First, the tribal elite 
were alienated from the ruler, formerly a tribal chieftain himself. This 
happened either because they attained some independence as a result of the 
grants of igta‘ land or because the ruler himself attempted to dispense with 
their support by relying on new clients. Second, the tribesmen themselves, 
after having become sedentary as a result of either being igta‘ holders or 
wage earners, also experienced diminishing ‘asabiyyah and could not 
provide that level of military support that could stave off an attack from 
fresh supplies of hostile tribes from the siba. 

In Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of reform, ‘asabiyyah combines with religion to 
create a strong sense of cohesion among the group that is already related 
through blood ties. The primary force forging the ties is kinship, upon 
which religion is dependent. As Ibn Khaldtn says: 


This is because, as we have mentioned before, every mass (political) 
under-taking by necessity requires group feeling. This is indicated in the 
aforementioned tradition: “God sent no prophet who did not enjoy the 
protection of his people.” If this was the case with the prophets, who are 
among human beings those most likely to perform wonders, one would 
(expect it to apply) all the more so to others. One cannot expect them to 
be able to work the wonder of achieving superiority without group 
feeling. °° 


As ‘alabiyyah diminishes, religion also loses its ability to unite. 
Furthermore, ‘asabiyyah itself erodes in a specific political economic 
context that can be understood in terms of the modes of production. 


The relevance of the Khaldiinian model 


While there is no such cyclical logic today, general lessons from Ibn 
Khaldtin’s theory of Muslim reform and state formation can be stated as 
follows: 


1 Religious reform takes place within the context of regime change, the 
coming of a new ruling class and, therefore, a realignment of loyalties. 

2 Religious reform functions as an overarching ‘asabiyyah that 
transcends tribalism, class and ethnicity and yet is immanent in them. 
For example, an Islamic ‘asabiyyah transcends all tribes, but is at the 
same time dependent on the ‘asabiyyah of the strongest tribe, which 
appealed to religion as a galvanizing force. The same logic of 
interacting ‘asabiyyah can be applied to non-tribal forms of solidarity 
and their relationship to religion. 

3 The source of religious change or revival originates from societal 
groups characterized by simpler modes of making a living and less 
luxurious lifestyles. 

4 Religious revival is the outcome of conflict between a lesser 
institutionalized religion-based solidarity (‘asabiyyah) and an urban- 
based religiosity regulated by institutions. *! 

5 Religious zeal and religion-based solidarity are positively correlated. 

6 The religious experience can be understood beyond its individual and 
psy-chological manifestations as a sociological phenomenon to the 
extent that it is a function of a type of ‘asabiyyah. As noted by 
Spickard, the Khaldiinian approach is not grounded in individuals. ** 


The weakness of Ibn Khaldtin’s model is that it treats the changes in 
religiosity and ‘asabiyyah without a sophisticated account of the political 
economic context in which these changes take place. The decline in 
‘asabiyyah and the erosion of religiosity in the Khaldtnian model take 
place in sedentary society. But, it is not merely city life and its luxuries as 
general factors that cause this decline. The nature of the sedentary political 
economy was such that the three modes of production — the Asiatic, 
prebendal feudal and petty commodity — each provided different contexts 
within which ‘asabiyyah and religiosity functioned and underwent changes. 


The political economic system, however, is not described or conceptualized 
in Ibn Khaldtin’s model. 

This chapter has tried to show how a modes of production approach 
contextualizes the rise and decline of the state and the role of ‘asabivyah 
and religion in that. The merging of a modes of production approach with 
the Khaldiinian theory of state formation is further discussed in the contexts 
of Ottoman and Safavid history in the next two chapters. 


6 Ibn Khaldtin and the Ottoman modes 
of production 


In the previous chapter it was suggested that the political economy of 
‘umran hadari consisted of three modes of production, that is, the Asiatic, 
prebendal feudal and petty commodity. Each of these modes of production 
formed the context within which ‘asabiyyah functioned and changed. Ibn 
Khaldtin, however, did not provide a conceptualization of the political 
economy of the states he was discussing. The idea of modes of production 
had to be introduced in the Khaldtinian model. In doing so, I have tried to 
show how the modes of production provide the political economic 
background for understanding the rise and decline of the state and the role 
of ‘asabiyyah and religion in that. In this and the next chapter, I further 
discuss the merging of the Khaldtinian theory of state formation with the 
modes of production approach, with specific reference to Ottoman and 
Safavid history. 

In order to assess the potential application of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of 
state formation to the case of the rise of the Ottoman Empire, at least two 
relevant questions have to be asked. The first addresses the issue of what 
factors explain the emergence and growth of the Ottoman Empire from its 
humble beginnings as a Turcoman beylik (principality). The second 
question has to do with the role of Islam in the rise and development of the 
Ottoman state. In view of the paucity of fourteenth century sources,! how 
can the Khaldinian theoretical framework help us to identify the key factors 
and formulate an alternative explanation for Ottoman state formation? 
Before directly answering this question, it will be useful to examine 
existing approaches in order to see possible conflicts or convergences with 
a Khaldiinian perspective. We will then be in a position to assess if the facts 
and conditions discussed in these theories can be reformulated in 
Khaldinian terms and if this reformulation results in a different and more 
plausible reading of Ottoman history. 


The chapter proceeds as follows. The first section discusses the various 
perspectives on the emergence of the Ottoman Empire. The section that 
follows introduces the Ottoman political economy in terms of its modes of 
production. I then turn to a discussion of the dynamics of the Ottoman 
political economy in terms of a combination of the Khaldtinian and modes 
of production approaches. Drawing from Marxism as well as Max Weber, I 
discuss four distinct modes of production as characterizing Ottoman 
society. These are the Asiatic, prebendal feudal, petty commodity and 
pastoral nomadic modes of production. The relationship between these 
modes of production in the formative period of the Ottoman state is 
discussed in terms of the theoretical framework derived from Ibn Khaldtn. 


Approaches to the rise of the Ottoman Empire 


The first approach to this question, at least from the point of view of the 
modern social sciences, was set forth in Herbert Gibbons’ Foundation of 
the Ottoman Empire.” In this 1916 work, Gibbons proposed that a new 
Ottoman “race of swordbearers” was founded from the co-mingling of 
Greek and Balkan converts to Islam and Turks. The domination of the 
Christian element in this new race meant that Byzantine administrative 
practices could be transferred to the state that was to be founded by the 
Ottomans.* Lowry remarks that Gibbons possibly held the opinion that the 
Ottoman Empire could not have achieved its stature had it been a purely 
Turco-Muslim affair and that its Byzantine-Christian origins had to take the 
credit for the emergence and subsequent development of the empire.* 
Gibbons’ views were rejected by the Turkish scholar M. Fuat K6prulu, 
who argued in 1922 that Ottoman administrative practices were derived 
from the Seljuks and Ilkhanids rather than from the Byzantine Christians.° 
Koprulti’s view was that the role of the Turcomans in the rise of the 
Ottoman Empire was due to their success in providing to the leaders of the 
formative state the human and material resources needed.° The work of the 
German scholar Friedrich Giese supported Kopriilii’s argument as he 
demonstrated the role played by Anatolian merchants and craftsmen in the 
transferring of administrative practices to the emerging Ottoman state.’ 
Twelve years after his first intervention, Koprilti asserted the purely 
Turkish nature of the Ottoman state and put forward his thesis that it was 


the result of the co-mingling of Anatolian tribes rather than Greek and 
Balkan peoples. He also reiterated that the Anatolian administrative 
practices were inherited from the Seljuks and Ilhanids.® Also disagreeing 
with Gibbons but giving more weight to the Islamic factor was Paul Wittek, 
who put forward an argument that was to become known as the Gazi 
Thesis, advanced in a series of lectures in London in 1937. According to 
this thesis, the early Ottomans were Anatolian Muslims who were united by 
a gazi or warrior ethos, devoted to fighting Christians. Wittek suggests that 
the foundation of the Ottoman Empire was not tribal based because of the 
contradictory nature of the evidence regarding the tribal tradition, which 
itself was invented only in the fifteenth century.’ 

According to the tribal tradition, the Ottomans were nomadic Turks who 
had been forced to move into Anatolia as a result of the Mongol invasions 
of the thirteenth century. They were led by the grandfather of Osman, the 
eponymous founder of the Ottoman state. The tradition would have us 
believe that it was this tribe that eventually created a world empire. For 
Wittek, 1t would have been something of a miracle for a nomadic tribe to 
have founded an empire of the duration of the Ottomans.!° The official 
Ottoman tradition says that the Oghuz, to which Osman belonged, were 
divided into 24 tribes. Wittek assumes that this cannot be considered to be a 
historical reality but should be treated as “a systematizing legend, 
attributing to Oghuz Khan, 6 sons, and to each of them, 4 sons, the 24 
grandsons of Oghuz Khan’.!! Wittek casts the tribal tradition in doubt 
because of what he regards as inconsistencies in the genealogical account of 
the Oghuz. Elswehere, Wittek argued that 31 out of 52 names in the 
Ottoman family tree were introduced later into the genealogy of Osman, 
speculating that this was done in order to remove certain chronological 
inconsistencies in the genealogy.!* These and other contradictions led him 
to the curious conclusion that if historians in the fifteenth century felt free 
to invent a tribal tradition, that is proof that a tribal tradition and tribal 
feeling did not exist.!° 

For Wittek, the Ottoman state was founded instead on the basis of a gazi 
or warrior tradition. The Ottomans were “a community of Ghdzis, of 
champions of the Mohammedan religion; a community of Moslem march- 
warriors, devoted to the struggle with the infidels in their 
neighbourhood”.!4 Wittek noted that the fact that the gazah or holy war was 


a crucial element, and the raison d’étre of the Ottoman state, was generally 
recognized. Sultan Mehmed had proved this by reclaiming the area of 
Constantinople on the Asian shore and by conducting extensive gazi raids 
into Hungary and Styria.!> 

Lowry’s critique of the Wittek thesis deserves mention as it raises an 
important question as to how to deal with tradition as a historical source. 
Lowry’s essential point is that the main work that Wittek utilized as a 
source of evidence for his Gazi Thesis was not a chronicle or history but 
rather a work of advice, or nasihatnadme, directed to the early Ottoman 
rulers. The source in question is the fifteenth century epic poem, the 
Iskendername of Taciiddin [brahim bin Hidr, also known by his pen name, 
Ahmedi. Appended to this work are 334 couplets that Ahmedi called the 
Destan-i Tevarih-i Miiliik-i Al-i ‘Uthman (The Epic Chronicles of the 
Ottoman Rulers).'° Since Wittek regarded the verses of the Iskendername 
and specifically the Destan as a versified chronicle rather than versified 
council for the Ottoman rulers, he was inclined to accept the contents as an 
empirical description of the gazah and gazis of the early formative period of 
the Ottoman dynasty.'!’ Wittek believed that Ahmedi provided a very 
accurate understanding of what the Ottomans felt about themselves and 
their state — that they were a community of gdzis in a state of struggle 
against the neighbouring Christian infidels. !* 

To my mind, Lowry’s critique is not up to the mark. That Ahmedi’s 
Iskendername might be a nasihatname in no way precludes historical facts 
as being a part of its content. It cannot be assumed that every statement 
derived from a nasithatndme did not refer to historical facts, particularly his 
account of Osman and Orhan as gazis, which he regarded as inspirational 
for Sultan Bayezid I (1389-1402) and his son, Stleyman ¢elebi. The view 
that the idea of the early Ottomans as gdzis was merely a construction 
dreamt up some decades later by popular tradition and canonized in 
versified chronicles implies that the Ottomans freely circulated myths and 
nothing more about themselves. If we accept the possibility that the early 
Ottomans such as Osman and Orhan were indeed gazis and that their 
motivations were founded on some form of religious piety, this would not 
be inconsistent with their secular or worldly quest for empire and the spoils 
of war. Lowry too easily dismisses the gazah factor when he notes that the 
prime objectives of the Oghuz Turks were spoils and booty rather than 


religious conversion.!? The duality between the this-worldly and the other- 
worldly that Lowry seems to insist upon in reality often does not exist in the 
minds and experiences of actors in history. For example, Bayezid II’s so- 
called secular edict promising booty and land grants to gazis who offered 
their services in the holy war or cihad in the defence of Islam? does not 
contradict the idea of the gazah as religious, as noted by {nalcik.*! In fact, 
for Ibn Khaldiin it was the three elements of kinship ties, the social 
cohesion provided by Islam and the strength of the leader derived from 
trade, booty and pillage, that made for a strong ‘asabiyvah. Any raiding 
party consisted of men with a variety of convictions and motivations that 
were this-worldly as well as other-worldly. 

Lowry’s alternative to the Gazi Thesis is that the Ottoman Empire was 
founded on the basis of a predatory confederacy of people of various ethnic 
and religious backgrounds.” He cites as evidence against the Gazi Thesis 
examples of Byzantine Christians who converted to Islam and pledged their 
loyalties to the Ottomans. The motivation for conversion and participation 
in the predatory confederacy were the spoils of conquest.*? In response to 
this, it might be said that a predatory confederacy motivated by pecuniary 
benefits does not preclude it from being a gazah, for the reasons stated 
earlier. In Jennings’ critique of the Gazi Thesis, he refers to what he cites as 
Islamic legal prerequisites of the cihad. These include Islamization as the 
motivation for conquest, submission of non-Muslims to Muslim rule and 
the exclusively Muslim composition of the army.** Even if we were not to 
consider Lowry’s predatory confederacy as a gazah in the technical or legist 
sense, it is still reasonable to hypothesize, based on the available evidence, 
that the multi-ethnic, multi-religious confederacy that Lowry refers to was 
not devoid of an overarching Islamic ethic that the Muslims believed in and 
that the motivation for participation in the raids and wars was not purely 
mercenary or material. The latter point is perfectly in line with what is 
known of the tribal confederacies that Ibn Khaldtin wrote about or which 
appeared after his lifetime, such as the gizilbash of the Safavid Empire (see 
Chapter 7). There is no reason to assume that it was otherwise for the 
Oghuz clans. 

The opposition between worldly concerns and a religious rationality 
implied by Lowry”> is textual and theoretical and is often not found in the 
empirical world. Even in the time of Prophet Muhammad the two came 


together. The Prophet was as much concerned with the building of a polity, 
the establishment of economic institutions and other-worldly affairs as he 
was with salvation in the afterlife. The Prophet also worked with non- 
Muslims even as he was consolidating authority over the Muslims. For 
example, he entered into an agreement known as the sahifah with the Jews 
of Medina. The sahifah defined relations of mutual aid between the 
Muslims and Jews and specified punitive measures to be applied to those 
who broke treaties.*° According to the sahifah: 


This is a dictation from Muhammad, the unlettered prophet, between the 
believers and the Muslims from Quraysh and Yathrib and those who 
comply with them and adhere to them and strive with them; they are one 


single ummah, with the exclusion of the rest.?’ 


According to the agreements made between the Prophet and the Jews of 
Medina, the Jews were obliged to aid the Muslims in war by fighting 
alongside them and sharing in the expenses of war. In return, they were 
accorded complete religious freedom and autonomy over their fiscal affairs. 

After the prophetic period, many conquests were carried out throughout 
Muslim history with a variety of motivations that included neither purely 
religious nor secular ones. This is simply in the nature of things. It is 
therefore reasonable to suggest that the gazi element cited in the fifteenth 
century chronicles and by the scholars that interpreted these chronicles 
cannot be dismissed. 

Lowry’s critique of Wittek’s Gazi Thesis does not amount to a denial of 
religious factors in the rise of the Ottoman dynasty but rather places them 
alongside economic and other material factors. This, as we shall see later, 
fits perfectly well within a Khaldtinian framework which emphasizes the 
role of both religious factors and material interests under the concept of 
‘asabiyyah. 

So, the role of the gazi element in Ottoman state formation is certainly 
plausible, despite the critique of Lowry and others before him of Wittek’s 
Gazi Thesis. The presence of the gazi element does not preclude other 
factors such as the desire of booty and the spoils of war. Nevertheless, 
Wittek’s argument against the tribal tradition is a weak one. Even if the 
Ottomans’ genealogies were various, contradictory and later creations, it 
does not follow that in reality there was no tribal feeling, or what Ibn 


Khaldtin called ‘asabiyyah, among the Oghuz. Furthermore, the idea of a 
community of gazis is not incompatible with the existence of tribal feeling 
among the gazis. Wittek says that the gazi emirates of western Anatolia had 
no tribal consciousness, although each had a ruler as its chief who founded 
a dynasty,*® the Ottoman being one of them. It was the gdzi emirate of 
Osman that triumphed over the other gazi emirates and founded a great 
dynasty. By denying the element of tribal feeling based on circumstantial 
evidence rather than direct proof, Wittek is forced to offer a weaker 
explanation for the rise of the Ottoman state, citing factors such as 
resistance from the Byzantines, aid from unemployed warriors from other 
emirates, the decline of Mongol rule and the inciting of the “fanatical 
darvishes” of Islam.?” But all of these factors are not incompatible with, 
indeed are essential to, a Khaldtinian theory that emphasizes the role of 
tribal ‘asabiyyah in state formation. As we saw in Chapter 2, religion alone 
was insufficient in disciplining tribes and subordinating them to a leader. 

The Gazi Thesis was dominant among the generation of scholars after 
Wittek, particularly in the West. Within Turkey, it was the prominent 
Turkish historian of the Ottoman Empire, Halil Inalctk, who held a similar 
view of Ottoman history, that the predominant factor in the rise of the 
Ottomans was the gdazi or warrior ethos dedicated to the struggle against 
Christian Byzantium.*? In a later work, Inalcik looked at the problem of 
Ottoman state formation with reference to an early source, Asikpasazade’s 
mendkibnadme, the History of the House of Osman, written in the 1480s. 
Inalcik affirmed the gdzi nature of the Ottoman state but emphasized that 
they fought both for cihad as well as for making a living. The bond of 
companionship tied the gdzis to each other.*! 

An important difference between Wittek on the one hand and Koprilu 
and Inalcik on the other has to do with the role of tribes in Ottoman state 
formation. Both Képriilii and Inalcik stress the tribal factor, while Wittek 
does not.*2 We could say, therefore, that the Gazi Thesis has two 
dimensions to it, one of which emphasizes the tribal element in Ottoman 
state formation. The tribal dimension of the Gazi Thesis, if we could still 
label the perspective in this way, was influenced by Koprilii and developed 
by Inalcik. It is the combination of Wittek’s gd@zi factor with Inalcik’s stress 
on the religious nature of the Turcoman tribes that brings us closer to a 
Khaldinian approach to Ottoman state formation. 


According to Inalcik’s reading, the situation in Anatolia during the first 
decades of the fourteenth century was that there were 16 Turcoman 
principalities, which could mobilize between a quarter and half a million 
cavalrymen. The migration to Anatolia was a process that had begun much 
earlier. The migration of Turcoman nomads from what is today called Outer 
Mongolia to West Asia was represented in part by the Oghuz, a nomadic 
band of warriors also known as the Seljuks, during the tenth century.** By 
the eleventh century, when the Seljuk Empire was centred at Isfahan, 
various Turcoman tribes, which were autonomous from the Seljuks, were 
trying to establish themselves in Anatolia. The Seljuk Empire disintegrated 
in the midst of Turcoman nomadic opposition, giving way to the 
establishment of the Great Mongol Empire in the thirteenth century.** The 
Mongol Empire itself broke up into several parts, divided among the 
relatives of the Great Han. One of these parts, constituting Iran, Iraq and 
Anatolia, became the Ilhan Empire founded by Hulagu. However, several 
Turkmen tribes were able to establish independent principalities as the 
Seljuks and the Mongols weakened.*> 

One of these was the Ottoman (Osmanli) principality established by 
Osman of the Kayi tribe.*° The question of theoretical as well as historical 
importance is how a pastoral nomadic clan could rise to subordinate other 
Turcoman principalities, conquer the “infidel” and establish an empire. The 
idea that only a society with a strong ‘asabiyyah can establish an empire is 
operative in the case of the Ottomans. Inalcik’s description of the cihad 
raids (gazah),*’ is really that of the form of an ‘asabiyyah that united the 
Turcoman tribes under Osman and his descendants. 

The demographic potential created by the migrations was heightened by 
a gazi or holy war ideology, supported by dervishes, among the Turcomans, 
who developed a sense of social cohesion around the person of Osman. 
Furthermore, the opportunities for material gain as well as war against the 
neighbouring Christians were altogether considered as part of the “pious” 
act.°° Jennings’ argument against the Gazi Thesis, that a real gazi army that 
included Christians was inconceivable, misses the mark.*? It is true that in 
theory this was and is inconceivable. In practice, however, the fact that the 
Turcoman armies included Christians did not mean that the Turcomans did 
not regard themselves as gazis involved in cihad. Also, this point is not 
inconsistent with the fact that the early Ottoman state did not crush the 


Byzantine state, nor entered into marriage alliances with Christians. All this 
means that worldly considerations were often combined with those of the 
hereafter. To think otherwise would be to give a textualist reading of 
Ottoman history by reading into history what was expected in the text 
regarding the conditions and requirement of cihad. 

That being the case, in what way can a Khaldiinian framework be utilized 
to explain the early rise of the Ottoman state? 


Ibn Khaldiin and Ottoman state formation 


The basic ingredients for a Khaldiinian approach to Ottoman state 
formation have been given in a number of the existing accounts of the rise 
of the Ottoman Empire discussed above. In the theoretical scheme derived 
from historical facts from North Africa and the Arab East, Ibn Khaldtn 
highlighted the following as essential to state formation. 

Only houses with the attribute of nobility (sharaf) were able to found a 
dynasty. Various dominant group feelings may compete until one emerged 
victorious. Were there several competing groups, the one with the greatest 
degree of ‘asabiyyah or social cohesion would eventually lead the rest to 
found a dynasty. The groups with the strongest ‘asabiyyah were tribal 
groups because it was cohesion based on agnatic ties that were strongest. 
Agnatic ties tended to be strongest in tribal groups that were nomadic as 
opposed to those that were sedentarized. Nomadic groups with stronger 
‘asabiyyah were also physically and militarily stronger. This is due to the 
fact that such groups, bound as they were by kinship ties, functioned more 
effectively as self-help groups. There is a positive correlation between 
‘asabiyyah and the degree of mutual support and aid. The fact that the 
‘asabiyyah among the bedouin was relatively more intact than that in settled 
tribes made for greater fortitude and a higher degree of mutual support 
among them. However, bedouin groups, after founding a new dynasty and 
becoming sedentarized, would experience a diminishing in their ‘asabiyyah, 
for reasons that have to do with the nature of sedentary life. This led to the 
weakening of the dynasty in both military and political terms, leaving it 
vulnerable to attack and conquest by pre-sedentary tribes with their 
‘asabiyyah intact. Characteristic of the Khaldtnian cycle, therefore, was the 
circulation of tribal elites with the rise and fall of dynasties, with the system 
remaining stable. 


In the context of the Ottoman Empire, what are the factors that are 
crucial from the point of view of the Khaldinian perspective? Some of 
these factors have been indicated in the works of Wittek, K6priilii, Inalcik 
and others cited above. It was Osman’s clan that became the most respected 
among the Turcoman tribes of western Anatolia. This became the clan that 
was able to garner the support of other Turcoman tribes and eventually 
found a dynasty. It is unanimously agreed by all the sources and scholars 
that the Ottoman family originated from the Oghuz Turcomans who had 
settled in Anatolia with the first Seljuk conquerors. The branch of the 
Oghuz to which the Ottoman family belonged was the Kayi tribe, as 
attested to in several chronicles and mendkibnadme. These works also refer 
to the nobility and illustriousness of the Kayi over the other Oghuz clans.*° 
Apart from the ties of kinship that obviously bound Osman’s clan together 
and commanded the respect of other Turcoman groups, the cohesion of the 
Turcomans was further buttressed by the religion of Islam, which socialized 
them into a common orientation that functioned to legitimize Osman’s and 
later Orhan’s power and authority. At the same time, the strength of these 
leaders was boosted by their material standing, which was derived from 
trade, booty and pillage. 

It is important to stress a point made by Inalcik. Even if the traditional 
sources, such as hagiographies of the Ottomans or the early chronicles, are 
not to be regarded as true historical accounts, they do shed light on how “in 
a Turcoman clan of pastoral nomads, a ghazi can emerge to create a 
subordinate band of mounted warriors and comrades (noker and yoldash) 
constantly occupied with raiding the lands of the ‘infidels’”.+! The reason 
for trusting these sources, Inalcik explains, is partly because the pattern of 
change described by them was a very old one among the Central Asian 
Turks.” 

Gellner remarks in his Muslim Society that the early period of Ottoman 
state formation exemplified the Khaldinian pattern. In fact, Ibn Khaldin 
himself seems to have sensed something of the greatness of the Ottomans, 
as he was reported by Ibn Hajar to have said that “there was no one to fear 
with regard to Egypt but the sons of Osman’.*? 

But Gellner also notes that the Ottoman Empire contradicted the 
Khaldtinian model in other ways, mostly because it was stale and long- 


lived.*4 When it did end, it was not so much a natural decline according to 


the laws discovered by Ibn Khaldiin, but an outcome of military defeat by 
an alliance of Western and Arab powers. What needs to be explained, then, 
is why the Ottomans were not subject to the fate of the Khaldinian cycle. In 
order to answer this question, it is necessary to bring in a missing element 
from the above account. What is missing is the political economy context. 
How can the Khaldiinian account of the rise of the Ottoman dynasty be 
reformulated to take into account the Ottoman political economy — 
specifically, the modes of production that characterized Ottoman society? 
Providing the political economy context will allow us to explain the 
dynamics of change that characterized the formative Ottoman state and the 
means by which the Khaldtnian cycle was avoided. 


The Ottoman modes of production 


The three areas of surplus appropriation were agriculture, industry and 
trade. The ruling class consisted of the state and military bureaucracy, and 
the religious institution. The following account of the sources and recipients 
of surplus is largely based on the situation in the sixteenth and early 
seventeenth centuries. 

In the area of agriculture, land was generally owned by the state. In 
Ottoman Turkey, peasants were allowed to work either individually or 
communally on state land in exchange for paying a regular tax called the 
mirt. However, the prime consideration was not always the maximization of 
revenue. In Anatolia, where it was necessary to maintain an army, land was 
awarded as timars or ziamets (benefices) to Turkish Muslim cavalrymen, 
sipahis, who in return provided military services to the state. The taxes that 
the sipahis collected were utilized for the purpose of local security as well 
as for the maintenance of troops for service in the Ottoman army.* The rest 
of the land was kept as imperial estates, from which revenue was collected 
by tax-farmers (muiltezims) or it was used to provide support for provincial 
governors. Also, religious endowments or evkaf (sing. vakf) were 
maintained for the upkeep of mosques and other religious institutions. In 
the Egyptian part of the Ottoman Empire, on the other hand, where a local 
Egyptian army was maintained, the Ottoman state maximized revenue by 
collecting the miri directly. Occasionally, the sultan would grant state land 
to individuals and then it would become mu/k or private property. 


The next source of revenue was the urban surplus obtained by means of 
taxes and duties imposed on craft industry and trade. In the Ottoman 
Empire, the craft industry was subject to rigid state control and lost a lot of 
the surplus. Members of craft guilds (esndf, sing. sinif) paid high taxes.*° 
As far as trade was concerned, merchants were relatively free from state 
control. In addition to profits from international trade and the marketing of 
the rural surplus, these merchants benefited from their role as creditors to 
tax-farmers.*/ 

Apart from the sultan and his bureaucracy which collected the surplus, 
there were also the ‘ulama’ (religious clerics) who formed part of the ruling 
class. The evkaf were an independent source of revenue for the ‘ulamd’ and 
represented a source of economic power for them.*® The religious 
institution or the i/miye of the Ottoman Empire controlled law, justice, 
religion and education. The head of the religious institution was the 
seyhiilislam who presided over the cadis and muftis of the empire.*? The 
‘ulama@ were critical of and antagonistic towards the state, this antagonism 
increasing as financial problems of the state emerged. Nevertheless, in 
Turkey the ‘u/amda@’ were unified into a religious institution and became 
incorporated into the Ottoman state. 

Thus, the picture we have of the Ottoman state in the sixteenth century is 
one of a strong ruling elite consisting of civil, military and religious classes 
extracting surplus from peasantry, craftsmen and merchants. 

There is one more element of the class structure of this society that we 
need to mention before we proceed. This is the tribal population. For our 
purposes, two important aspects of the tribal population must be 
understood. One is that they have played key roles in the establishment of 
the Ottoman dynasty.°? Beyond this, various tribes continued to exert an 
influence on the state. In the Ottoman Empire they served as a reservoir for 
the ruling elite*! and continued to be a threat to the central authority of the 
state.°* Together with the ‘u/amd’ they constituted the main opposition to 
the state. 

Having thus presented a brief account of the Ottoman economic system, 
we are now in a position to examine the modes of production that 
accurately portray this economic system. I begin with a definition of the 
concept of mode of production. This is derived from an_ oft-quoted 
statement of Marx, that as humans engage in their social production, they 


“imevitably enter into definite relations, which are independent of their will, 
namely relations of production appropriate to a given stage in the 
development of their material forces of production”.>° 

The mode of production, then, consists of the relations of production and 
the forces of production. The relations of production refer to the mode of 
appropriation of the economic surplus and the economic ownership of the 


forces of production that correspond to that mode of appropriation of the 
economic surplus.** The forces of production are the means of production 
and the labour process. It refers to the labour process involved in the 
transformation of the raw natural material into products by means of the 
tools, skills, organization and knowledge of the worker.*> For example, in 
the capitalist mode of production the economic surplus is appropriated in 
the form of surplus value by a class of non-producers, the capitalists, who 
own the means of production. Workers are forced to sell their labourpower 
for wages in order to buy commodities for personal consumption, as they do 
not own the means of production. Every mode of production has a 
determinate form of the relations of production and the forces of 
production. Thus, in order to identify a particular mode of production it is 
necessary to specify both the relations and forces of production. 

Hitherto, works on Ottoman society have tended to describe its economic 
system in terms of unitary modes of production. Attempts have been made 
to characterize this economic system in terms of the feudal mode of 
production.°© Others have characterized this system in terms of the Asiatic 
mode of production.>’ Islamoglu and Keyder speak of the coexistence of 
two or more modes of production; nevertheless, overwhelming emphasis is 
placed on the analysis of one mode of production. Little mention is made of 
the relationship between the various modes of production. In addition to 
this, the various characterizations of Ottoman society as feudal or Asiatic 
tend to stretch the meaning of the terms Asiatic and feudal too far and also 
amount to obscuring the true nature of the relations and forces of 
production that operated in this society. 

In what follows, I discuss what I consider to be the four modes of 
production that existed in Ottoman Turkey. These are the Asiatic, prebendal 
feudal, petty commodity, and pastoral nomadic modes of production. I 
argue that these modes of production coexisted in Ottoman Turkey. The 
theoretical antecedence for this approach arises from debates in 


development studies on modes of production. Andre Gunder Frank, who 
popularized the works of the Latin American dependency school during the 
1960s, argued that the capitalist mode of production embraces the entire 
economies of capitalist countries in Latin America. He was, therefore, 
denying that capitalist and feudal modes of production coexist in the same 
economic system.°® This view was criticized by Ernesto Laclau, who called 
into question Frank’s usage of the term capitalism. According to Laclau, 
Frank could subsume feudalism under the capitalist mode of production 
because he excluded the relations of production in his definitions of 
capitalism and feudalism. As a result, the nature of the exploitation of such 
diverse groups as the Peruvian peasantry, Chilean tenants, Ecuadorian 
share-croppers, West Indian sugar plantation slaves, and textile workers in 
Manchester comes under the banner of capitalism.°? Laclau’s point is that if 
the relations of production are taken into account, then it can be seen that 
both capitalist and feudal modes of production exist in Latin America.© 
During the last 20 years there have been numerous contributions to the 
conceptualization of modes of production that stress the coexistence of 
modes of production in an economic system.°! 

In what follows I evaluate previous attempts to characterize Ottoman 
modes of production, and present my own argument as to how the Asiatic, 
prebendal feudal, petty commodity and pastoral nomadic modes of 
production accurately describe the Ottoman economic system. 


The Asiatic mode of production 


In 1853 the charter of the British East India Company was renewed by 
Parliament. This was also the time when Marx turned his attention to the 
problem of “oriental” societies.°* In his studies on the development of 
capitalism in Europe, Marx made brief excursions into the history of India 
and other “oriental” societies in order to discover what he regarded as the 
barriers to capitalist development in these societies. Marx conceptualized 
the economic systems of these societies in terms of the Asiatic mode of 
production. 

In the Asiatic mode of production, power is centralized in the state. The 
entire economic surplus is appropriated by the state and the state is the legal 
owner of landed and manufacturing property.°? Such a state is extremely 
strong when it controls a strategic element in the production process, such 


as irrigation works or an army of superior military ability. In addition to 
the centralization of power in the state, the Asiatic mode of production is 
defined in terms of the absence of private property in land® and the 
combination of agriculture and manufacturing within the self-sustaining 
small community.°° The basic ingredient of historical progression — class 
struggle — is missing. As a result, Asiatic societies were stagnant.°’ 

The Ottoman system was not Asiatic in the sense that it controlled major 
large-scale public works. Neither was it Asiatic in the sense of being a 
classless society. The Ottoman state was a centralized system that derived 
its power, at least in its inception and formative period, from the superior 
military capability provided by the Turcoman pastoral nomads. The tribute 
paid by tribal members to the tribal chieftain was the forerunner of the 
Asiatic tax/rent.°* This is the trait of the Asiatic mode of production that 
existed in Ottoman Turkey. 

Another trait concerns the extraction of surplus directly from the 
dominated classes. In the Asiatic mode of production the state is both 
landlord and sovereign. Taxes and rent coincide in the sense that there is no 
tax that differs from ground-rent.® The tax/rent is a result of the “coupling 
of political sovereignty and land-ownership in the state which appropriates 
the surplus-product through taxation which is simultaneously a land-rent”.’° 

In the theory of the Asiatic mode of production the state is the legal 
owner of landed and manufacturing property and appropriates the economic 
surplus directly from the populace. The Ottoman economic system cannot 
be characterized by this mode of production alone. In the Ottoman Empire, 
it was only from certain areas that a revenue, known as the sdlydne, was 
remitted directly to the central government. The salyane provinces were 
found in Egypt, Baghdad, Basra, Abyssinia, Lahsa, in some areas of eastern 
Anatolia and various areas of Christian, Cossack and subject Muslim 
principalities.’! However, not all revenues went directly to the ruler or the 
state. There were other forms of surplus appropriation pertaining to 
different modes of production other than the Asiatic mode, to which we 
now turn. 


The prebendal feudal mode of production 


In a typical Ottoman province it was the timar system that was in operation, 
in which land was awarded as benefices to sipahis who became entitled to 


the revenue. This is what can be called the prebendal feudal mode of 
production, which differs from the feudal mode of production as it was 
found in Europe. 

Like the Asiatic mode of production, feudalism is one in which land is 
the dominant means of production. The fragmented nature of sovereignty is 
due to the independence of the landed nobility and the urban crafts from the 
state: that is, there is private property in both land and urban manufactories. 
The central feature of the feudal mode of production as it was found in 
Europe is the fief. The fief was granted by the lord to a vassal in return for 
military services.’* The lord—vassal contract was based on a free relation of 
personal fealty which “involves reciprocal obligations of loyalty, to be sure, 
on a legally unequal basis”.”° 

The lord—vassal relationship is one aspect of the feudal relations of 
production. Another relation is that between the vassal and his dependents, 
the serfs, which is denoted by the term seigneurie.’* The economic surplus 
is paid by the serfs to the knightly vassals in the form of a rent. Based on 
this understanding of feudalism, there have been attempts by scholars of 
Ottoman history to identify the institutions of the timdar and the igta‘ with 
the European fief, and to assert, therefore, that the Ottoman economic 
system was a feudal one.’ Jgtd‘ is a term for a form of administrative or 
military grant.’° It is an institution that became regularized during the 
Seljuk Empire (1087—1157).’” In Ottoman Turkey it was known as the 
timar. The timar referred to grants of land that were assigned to a timar 
holder who, in return, provided a military contingent for the sultan in times 
of need. He was also entrusted with the administration of the land. 

There are superficial similarities between the institutions of the timar on 
the one hand and the fief on the other. These include the grant of land in 
return for military service, the grant of land in lieu of salary, the grant of 
immunities, the high status of the military, and the existence of an exploited 
peasantry.’® However, there is a fundamental difference between the fief on 
the one hand and the Ottoman institution on the other. The granting of a fief 
was based on a contract of fealty that established a solidary, fraternal 
relationship between lord and vassal, involving reciprocal obligations of 
loyalty. This is in contrast to the granting of timars, which generally did not 
involve a contract of personal fealty carrying reciprocal obligations of 
loyalty. Rather they were granted mainly out of fiscal considerations and 


existed in the general context of a despotic state. In the feudal mode of 
production as it existed in Europe, rule at the apex of the system was 
relatively fragile and weak. Power was held mainly by local lords. In 
Ottoman Turkey, however, rule at the apex of the system was strong. In the 
case of European feudalism land was owned by local lords, but it was the 
property of the state in the case of Ottoman Turkey. This difference is not 
trivial and led Weber to characterize the Turkish situation as belonging to 
the system of prebendal feudalism.’? The relations of production in 
prebendal feudalism are sufficiently different from those of “occidental” 
feudalism to warrant referring to the former as a distinct mode of 
production. The prebendal feudal mode of production existed in Ottoman 
Turkey and was based on the granting of benefices (timdar), generally in 
return for military and administrative services. In the agricultural sector, the 
Ottoman economic system consisted of Asiatic relations of production, in 
which the state appropriated the surplus directly from the populace and the 
state was the owner of landed and manufacturing property. The economy 
also consisted of prebendal feudal relations of production, in which the 
surplus was collected by assignees to land grants (sipadhis) who did not 
legally own land but nevertheless exerted control over it. Thus, there were 
two main types of relations of production: two distinct modes of production 
that characterized the agricultural sector. 


The petty commodity mode of production 


In the simple or petty commodity mode of production, production for the 
market is carried out by producers who own their means of production.®” It 
differs from other pre-capitalist modes of production, such as the Asiatic or 
prebendal feudal modes, in that in those cases it is use-values that are 
created for the purpose of consumption in the home or the community, 
whether the community is a family, tribe, village or a whole empire. The 
producer lives on the products of his labour. In the petty commodity mode 
of production, however, production is for the purpose of exchange; it is 
exchange-values that are important and the producer does not live solely or 
directly on the products of his own labour. Petty commodity production is 
found in both rural and urban areas. In the rural sector it exists when 
peasants are free owners of land. Production is in the form of both use- and 
exchange-values. Whatever is not consumed by the peasants themselves is 


sold as a commodity on the market. Such commodity production may not 
encompass the whole of rural society, however; not all peasants become 
petty commodity producers. The development of independent crafts, in its 
initial stages, consists of the peasant-craftsman bringing to the market only 
the surplus of his production. In this case, craft production, trade and the 
division of labour are not well developed.*! When the whole production of 
craftsmen consists of exchange-values, however, petty commodity 
production encompasses the whole of a society. This happens when towns 
have reached the stage of development where extensive markets are created. 

Petty commodity production existed in both rural and urban areas of 
Ottoman Turkey but it reached its highest expression in the urban sector in 
craft guild production. We can, therefore, speak of a petty commodity mode 
of production that was especially developed in the towns. 

The Ottoman craft guild was a well-established institution by the 
beginning of the sixteenth century.8* The guildmaster (usta) and his 
apprentice (sagirt) owned the means of production, such as tools and 
working space. In addition to the masters and their apprentices, there were 
also workers (ecir) who were employed in the craft guilds, under a master, 
for wages.*? In this sense, one can speak of capitalist production in Ottoman 
society, although strictly speaking this cannot be understood in terms of the 
existence of a capitalist mode of production. In the capitalist mode of 
production, commodity production — the production of exchange-values — is 
generalized. All objects of economic life are commodities and there is a 
mass of property-less people who are compelled to sell their labour-power 
in order to survive.** These conditions were not met in Ottoman Turkey. 
Instead we find capitalist production restricted to the production of luxury 
goods. 

Furthermore, production in craft industries as a whole, while based on the 
creation of exchange-values, did not have as its main object of production 
“enrichment or exchange-value as exchange-value, but the subsistence of 
man as an artisan, as a master-craftsman, and consequently use-value” 
(original italics).8> So, while capitalist production did exist in Ottoman 
Turkey, it was clearly subordinate to the petty commodity mode of 
production and did not constitute a mode of production of its own.*° 


The pastoral nomadic mode of production 


Of interest to us are the Turcomans of Anatolia, a pastoral nomadic people 
that made up the military force by which Osman founded a dynasty. The 
form of pastoral nomadism found among the Turcomans was that of multi- 
animal pastoralists who bred sheep, goats, cattle and camels, but above all 
horses.°’ The horse was a vital means of production as it facilitated the 
procurement of booty through raids and conquest. 

In the pastoral nomadic mode, the means of production consists of 
certain species of domestic animals and land unsuitable for cultivation.*® 
The term nomadic pertains to the absence of permanent habitation, while 
the term pastoral refers to subsistence by the products of domesticated 
animals.*? These animals provide nomadic society with its basic needs in 
food (butter, cheese, meat, yoghurt), drink (milk), clothing (hides, wool), 
fuel (dung) and means of transportation (camels, donkeys, horses, oxen).”? 
Animals, tools and dwelling items are owned on an individual basis, while 
grazing land is the collective property of the tribe. The system of property 
relations can be understood in terms of kinship. Property is transferred from 
one individual to another through mechanisms such as inheritance by sons, 
marriage agreements and redistribution through the agency of tribal 
chiefs.?! In the pastoral nomadic mode of production, there is production of 
both use-values and exchange-values. Exchange arises out of the need for 
nomads to obtain from sedentary societies goods that they do not produce 
for themselves. 

A form of stratification does exist in the pastoral nomadic mode of 
production. Among the Turkic and Mongol pastoralists, the principle of 
kinship in the “bone” is elaborated in terms of the division into nobles and 
commoners.”” The bone refers to kin in the paternal line; this is contrasted 
with the idea of kin in the flesh which is in the maternal line.?? Noble origin 
is expressed through the paternal line by white bone and commoner origins 
by black bone. The occurrence of classes, white bone versus black, is not 
found in all pastoral nomadic societies. For example, it did not exist among 
the Turcoman people, who directly concern us in this chapter; nevertheless, 
hereditary tribal chiefs were found among these people.”4 

The study of the various types of social units to be found among pastoral 
nomadic societies has been plagued by uncertainties and inconsistencies in 
terminology. In an attempt at systematization of the nomenclature, Radloff 
believed that u/us designated the largest unit, which he translated as people. 


Each ulus was in turn divided into i/ or al, that is, a clan; each clan was 
divided into aimak or tribes; each tribe into boi, or sub-tribes; and each boi 
into uruk, or families.?°? However, this terminology was not rigidly 
employed by the pastoralists them-selves.”° The tribe was also referred to as 
oba, which was led by a war chief whose title was inherited through the 
paternal line but whose real authority was derived from his talent and 
success. An aggregation of several oba generally engaged in raids: pillage, 
or conquest in enemy territory. The Turcoman oba, then, is a horde,?’ a 
political-military organization, in addition to being a socio-economic one. 
The function of the hereditary tribal chief was, therefore, both military and 
economic. Surplus acquisition was at once an economic and a military 
operation. 

Having discussed the existence of four distinct modes of production in 
Ottoman Turkey, the question of how they relate to each other inevitably 
arises. Various relations between the different modes of production have 
been discussed thus far. Rather than discuss each of these relations I will 
confine myself to those that pertain specifically to the interaction between 
nomadic and sedentary societies, for it is these relations that are relevant to 
the topic of applying Ibn Khaldin. It is this interaction that constituted a 
great part of the dynamics of Ottoman society. The Ottoman Empire was 
established as a result of the interaction between nomadic and sedentary 
societies and it is in this area that Ibn Khaldin is relevant. Therefore, in the 
next section I discuss the relations between the pastoral nomadic mode of 
production on the one hand and the Asiatic and prebendal feudal modes of 
production on the other. The theoretical framework for doing so comes 
from Ibn Khaldin. 


Ibn Khaldin, Marx and the Asiatic mode of production 


Ibn Khaldin’s theory has been used to both reject and support the theory of 
the Asiatic mode of production. In describing the Asiatic mode of 
production, Marx spoke of the stagnation of Asiatic societies such as India, 
which has “no history at all, at least no known history. What we call its 


history is but the history of successive intruders who founded their empires 


on the passive basin of that unresisting and unchanging society”.”® 


Andreski says that the theory of the Asiatic mode of production (or Oriental 
Despotism) is contradicted by the fact that “oriental” societies were 


characterized by change on by no means a small scale, as indicated by Ibn 
Khaldiin’s theory of dynastic succession.?? However, reference to this 
dynamism in itself does not constitute a critique of the theory of the Asiatic 
mode of production. It is important to make the distinction between 
stagnation on the one hand and the absence of barriers to capitalist 
development on the other. Marx’s point was to reveal the absence of certain 
prerequisites to capitalism in “oriental” societies. I do not think that he 
meant “oriental” society was literally stagnant, just that it lacked the 
dynamism in the direction of capitalist development of the European sort. 

On the other hand, Ibn Khaldiin has also been used in support of the 
theory of the Asiatic mode of production. The Asiatic mode claims that the 
“oriental” despot derives his power from the fragmented nature of his 
society. The stratification of Asiatic society into clans, tribes and ethnic 
groups and the consequent lack of unity among them along class lines 
enable the ruler to keep a firm hand over his subjects. Ibn Khaldtin’s theory 
of dynastic succession, it is said, provides one component of the orientalist 
view of despotism in that it stresses the lack of urban and social integration 
and thereby supports the view of the insignificance of class as a prime 
mover of history.!°° Although Turner is critical of this version of the theory 
of the Asiatic mode of production, he has not addressed the issue of Ibn 
Khaldtin being used to support this theory. I believe that Ibn Khaldtin’s 
theory can be used in support of Marx’s theory of the Asiatic mode of 
production, but not in the sense referred to above. 

How does Ibn Khaldiin’s theory support the theory of the Asiatic mode of 
production? It provides a reason for the despotic nature of the state — that 1s, 
for the theory of bureaucratic despotism (one variant of the theory of the 
Asiatic mode of production). While Marx attributed the power of the state 
to the control of public works, Ibn Khaldtn referred to tribal military power 
as a source of state power. This situation particularly fits the case of 
Ottoman Turkey, which did not have large-scale centralized irrigation 
works, but did derive its power from the tribes. The periodic conquest of 
dynasties by tribes does not violate the Asiatic mode of production model, 
for the basic structure of society remains unchanged and the state remains 
despotic, merely going through periods of conquest, rise and decline. We 
have already seen, in Chapter 2, how it was possible that Marx and Engels 
were aware of Ibn Khalditin’s work, a conclusion that we may arrive at after 


reading Engels’ account of the periodic rise and fall of dynasties through 
successive tribal conquests. 

Ibn Khaldiin’s theory provides the basis for the despotic nature of the 
Ottoman state. This was an Asiatic state that can be characterized by the 
theory of the Asiatic mode of production in which state power derived not 
from the control of large-scale irrigation works but rather from tribal 
support. The Ottoman Empire was founded with the aid of tribal groups. We 
have already made reference to the tribal origins of the Ottomans. 

Two types of Asiatic states have been recognized — one based on large- 
scale public works and the other on pastoral nomadism.!°! The Ottoman 
Empire is an example of the latter, in which there was a “non-hydraulic” 
genesis of the Asiatic mode of production which can be explained by Ibn 
Khaldtin’s theory concerning tribal ‘asabiyyah, religious fervour and 
military superiority. 

There is another variant of the theory of the Asiatic mode of production 
to be considered. This is the theory of fragmented society, which stresses 
the fragmented nature of “oriental” societies into clans, tribes, ethnic groups 
and villages as a source of state power. When it is said that Ibn Khaldiin’s 
theory of elite circulation is in harmony with the theory of fragmented 
society, this is to say that the tribes, by their very presence as tribes, are an 
element in a fragmented society that precludes unity along class lines, 
thereby bestowing power to the state. The main objection to this is that Ibn 
Khalditin’s theory is not a theory of fragmented society. In the theory of 
fragmented society, the tribes play a different role from that in Ibn 
Khaldiin’s theory. 

Ibn Khaldiin’s theory does not provide support for the theory of the 
Asiatic mode of production in the sense of the theory of fragmented society. 
In his theory the tribe does not play the role, side by side with the village 
and ethnicity, of fragmenting society. That is to say, his is not a theory of 
fragmented society. The circulation of tribal elites neither radically alters 
nor reinforces the Asiatic state. All it does is cause it to swing back and 
forth between periods of centralization and decentralization. Why has Ibn 
Khaldtin’s theory of elite circulation been seen as support for the theory of 
fragmented society, when it seems clear that the role of tribes in the two 
theories is vastly different? To my mind, this question can be answered by 
recourse to Durkheim’s concept of mechanical solidarity. Some have 
referred to the similarity between Ibn Khaldtin’s tribal ‘asabiyyah and 


Durkheim’s mechanical solidarity.!°* It is true that tribal ‘asabiyyah and 


mechanical solidarity both refer to solidarity that arises out of similar states 
of conscience, duties and responsibilities: that is, a low level of division of 
labour!" In this sense, both Ibn Khaldin and Durkheim speak of 
mechanical solidarity. If we stay at this level of comparison, then it is easy 
to proceed to the next step, to say that mechanical solidarity/tribal 
‘asabiyyah is exemplified by the fragmentary/ segmentary nature of society 
in which there is a very low level of division of labour and, therefore, no 
social classes. Ibn Khaldtin’s theory, therefore, supposedly supports the 
theory of fragmented society because it is a theory of fragmented society 
based on tribal ‘asabiyyah or mechanical solidarity. This is opposed to more 
complex societies, of organic solidarity, based on a complex division of 
labour and, therefore, social classes. All this may be an accurate portrayal 
of the similarity between tribal ‘asabiyyah and mechanical solidarity when 
both are considered in the abstract; when considered in their proper 
historical contexts, however, the comparison is unfounded. Ibn Khaldin, 
unlike Durkheim, was looking at the conflict between tribal and urban 
societies. Ibn Khaldiin described the role of tribal ‘asabiyyah as not 
fragmenting society but as weakening the state. 


Ibn Khaldin and the prebendal feudal mode of production 


In the foregoing section I discussed Ibn Khalditin in connection with the 
relationship between the pastoral nomadic and Asiatic modes of production. 
The former provided the basis for the establishment of the latter. Once the 
empire was established, however, the supporting tribes were absorbed into 
the sedentary life of the empire by means of the prebendal feudal mode of 
production. The pastoral nomadic and prebendal feudal modes of 
production interacted in the sense that the latter more or less derived its 
existence from the former. In the event of the establishment of a dynasty 
through tribal support there arose the problem of providing adequate 
remuneration to tribal elites and their armies who by now aspired towards 
an urban, more luxurious life. The granting of benefices to tribal chieftains 
achieved the aim of such remuneration. But, as we shall see, the absorption 
of tribal society into the prebendal feudal mode of production also had the 
effect of diminishing the ‘asabiyyah of the dominant tribes upon whose 


power the dynasties rode. The problem has been neatly summarized by 
Cafadar. Referring to the early Ottomans, he observes: 


But they soon faced the quintessential Ibn Khaldunian predicament of 
tribal war-band leaders-turned-state builders: namely, the loosening of 
bonds of solidarity among members of the war band as _ the 
administrative mechanisms and stately pomp of imperial polities are 
adopted by the leaders of the successful enterprise. In other words, as 
the House of Osman was being transformed into a dynasty at the head 
of an emerging administrative network of controls, the relatively 
egalitarian community of gazi commanders was giving way to a 
widening hierarchical space between central power and subordinate 


begs; not all of the latter were content with this role.!°4 


When the Ottoman Empire was established, benefices were granted to tribal 
chieftains. Generally, the old Seljuk igta‘system was applied. Conquered 
territories were divided into muqdta‘as and were named fimars 
(benefices).!°> These assignments were made in return for military services 
provided by the timar holders, the sipahi s. There were moves to restrict the 
power of the tribes by doing away with the timar system altogether. 7imars 
were converted into crown lands and leased out as i/tizams (tax-farms) to 
tax-farmers. This led to the decline of the sipdhis as a class.!°° 
Nevertheless, the prebendal feudal mode of production remained intact as 
the prebendal feudal organization involving the “assignment to officials of 
rent payments deriving from material goods ... in compensation for the 
fulfillment of real or fictitious duties of office” survived.!°’ The absorption 
of tribal society into the prebendal feudal mode of production, by way of 
assigning benefices to tribal chieftains and other tribal members, achieved 
the dual goal of paying them and reducing their ability to maintain superior 
‘asabiyyah. As we saw in Chapter 2, Ibn Khaldiin notes that the nature of 
sedentary society was such that it eventually led to the erosion of the 
nomadic traits of an austere lifestyle, morality, courage, fortitude, and intact 
group feeling or ‘asabiyyah. As the tribesmen became sedentary these traits 
gradually declined. Although it is difficult for us to observe the decline in 
‘asabiyyah — that is, to provide empirical examples of it — the fact is that the 
gdzi ideology, and the sense of cohesion that accompanied it, on which the 
early Ottomans rode to power, no longer had such a transformational role 


once the empire was established. Ibn Khaldtn does not discuss the 
economic system within which this process takes place. In the case of the 
Ottoman Empire, it would have taken place within the context of the 
prebendal feudal mode of production. 

The effect of incorporation into the prebendal feudal mode of production 
on ‘asabiyyah was exacerbated by another tactic described by Ibn Khaldin 
and resorted to by the Ottoman rulers. As mentioned above, according to 
Ibn Khaldiin, once a dynasty is established with the aid of tribal military 
power, the ruler attempts to dispense with ‘asabiyyah. The form that this 
took in the Ottoman state differs from that described by Ibn Khaldin. In Ibn 
Khaldin, the ruler attempts to blunt the aspirations of the people who 
shared in his ‘asabiyyah by relying on clients and followers who were 
nurtured in the shadow of ‘asabiyyah, or on tribal groups of a different 
descent who have become his clients.!°* Among the Ottomans, however, 
the rulers attempted to dispense with tribal military support altogether. The 
Turks invented the devsirme system. This refers to the conversion and 
conscription of non-Muslim youth to the sultan’s army. While the tribes 
were a source of military and state power, they also constituted a potential 
ruling class.'!°? The Turks were able to blunt tribal aspirations through the 
invention of the devsirme system. In fact, the tribes ceased to be a factor in 
Ottoman political economy, representing the close of Ibn Khaldiin’s system. 

This is reflected in the way the gazdh ideology was interpreted by the 
sedentary ‘ulama’ of the Empire. Cafadar notes that although they 
supported this ideology, they gave a different interpretation to it by 
distancing it from its frontier traditions. In their versions of Ottoman 
history, the focus is on the early success of the gazis, ultimately leading to a 
sophisticated centralized Ottoman state. Underlying such a narrative is the 
“waning of ‘asabiyya (group solidarity), as Ibn Khaldtin would have said, in 


the anonymous chronicles and in Apz”.!!° 


Conclusion 


This chapter has attempted to apply both Ibn Khalditn’s theory of dynastic 
succession and a modes of production framework to Ottoman history. 
Having described four distinct modes of production in Ottoman Turkey, I 
explained the interactions between the pastoral nomadic mode of 
production on the one hand and the Asiatic and prebendal feudal modes of 


production on the other. While these various economic systems have been 
couched in terms of the Marxian concept of mode of production, their 
interactions have been described in terms of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of 
dynastic succession. The weakness of the argument presented is partly due 
to the paucity of materials regarding the kinship ties of the Oghuz, and the 
Kay1 in particular. However, the fact that later traditions refer to nobility of 
birth, warriorship and the importance of Islam, point to the importance of 
the cementing role of kinship and religion. Even if kinship was less of a 
factor in the rise and consolidation of the Ottoman state, why this happened 
also needs to be explained. The explanation from Ibn Khaldin would be 
that the group feeling derived from kinship was replaced with one derived 
from religion. If we accept that social cohesion was a necessary element 
and that the formative Ottoman society we are referring to was tribal, then 
that cohesion had to be based on agnatic kinship ties or something that 
replaced it, such as religion, or a combination of the two. 


7 The rise and fall of the Safavid state 
in a Khaldtinian framework 


This chapter, like the previous one, marries Khaldunian theory to a modes 
of production approach, with reference to the case of the rise and decline of 
the Safavid dynasty in pre-modern Iran. The history of the Safavid dynasty 
provides empirical material for the study of the interaction of modes of 
production within the context of Khaldtnian dynamics. 

From what is known of the facts of early Safavid history, the rise and 
decline of the state conforms to the general pattern delineated by Ibn 
Khaldin in the Mugaddimah. The main purpose of this chapter is to present 
a Khaldtinian perspective of the rise and decline of the Safavid state. As in 
the case of the Khaldtinian account of the Ottoman Empire, a Khaldinian 
interpretation of the Safavid state requires the reconstruction of the Safavid 
economy, which I will do in terms of its modes of production. The rise and 
decline of the Safavid state can then be understood in terms of 
developments in the modes of production of Safavid Iran. The chapter 
proceeds as follows. In the next section, I discuss the application of Ibn 
Khaldtin to the rise of the Safavid state. I then introduce the Safavid 
economy and its modes of production. This is followed by a discussion of 
the decline of the Safavid state. Existing approaches explaining the fall are 
discussed and a Khaldtinian alternative is presented. 


A Khaldinian account of the rise of the Safavid state 


Unlike the case of the Ottoman Empire, there is surprisingly little 
controversy surrounding the issue of the rise of the Safavid state. 
Contemporaneous with the emergence of the Ottoman Empire in the 
fourteenth century was the founding of the Safavid Sufi movement by 
Shaykh Safi al-Din. His descendant, Isma‘il (905-30 AH/1499-1524 AD), 
based in Azerbaijan, was the founder of the Safavid dynasty. In the mid- 


tenth century, during Ottoman attempts to centralize their control in Eastern 
Anatolia, Isma‘il took advantage of the turmoil and attempted to make 
inroads there.! Pastoral nomadic tribes played key roles in the establishment 
of the Safavid dynasty.” Isma‘il’s tribal support came from a number of 
Turcoman tribes, the Ustajlu, Shamlu, Taqalu, Baharlu, Zulgqadar, Qajar and 
Afshar, collectively known as the gizilbadsh.> What held these tribes 
together was an ‘asabiyyah based on the Safavid mystical order to which 
the gizilbash owed allegiance. Unsuccessful in Anatolia and on the 
defensive, Isma‘tl and his followers retreated to Iran and established the 
Safavid state in 907/1501. By 909/1503 he had control over Azerbaijan, 
western Iran and the Tigris-Euphrates basin. 

The account by Savory, generally accepted as the standard narrative, 
begins with the story of the emergence of the Safavid sufiorder in Ardabil 
in eastern Azerbaijan in north-western Iran, and its emergence into a 
movement and its founding of a state. The Safavids rose to power on the 
basis of a dynamic ideology. The main components of this ideology were 
that (1) the Safavid shahs were “the shadows of God upon earth” (zill Allah 
fi al-ard); (2) they were also the representative of the Mahdi, the twelfth 
Imam of the Ithna ‘Ashart Shi‘ah; and (3) they were the perfect spiritual 
directors (sing. murshid-i kamil) of the Safaviyya order.t The Safavid 
family claimed descent from the the seventh Imam, Musa al-Kazim (d. 183 
AH/799 AD). The most important ancestor of the Safavid shahs was 
Shaykh Safi al-Din (b. 1252/53), founder of the order of the Safaviyya.° 
Shaykh Safi was succeeded as spiritual head of the order by his son, Sadr 
al-Din Musa (1304/05—91/92). During his time the order spread among the 
tribes of eastern Anatolia and Syria, particularly among the pastoral 
Turcoman nomads.° It was also during Shaykh Sadr al-Din’s time that the 
IIkhanid Empire in Iran disintegrated and gave way to numerous Turcoman 
and Persian principalities. The Chubadin amir in Azerbaijan, Malik Ashraf, 
had Shaykh Sadr al-Din imprisoned in Tabriz, probably out of fear of the 
growing influence of the Safaviyyih order which was turning into a political 
movement.’ Many members of the order fled north and found refuge with 
the Jant Beg Mahmud, a descendant of Chingiz Khan and the ruler of the 
western Qipchag (1340-57). Jant Beg took the side of the refugees, 
captured Malik Ashraf and had him executed. Shayhkh Sadr al-Din was 


able to return to Ardabil. Shortly before Shaykh Sadr al-Din’s death, the 
Qara Quyunlu federation of Turcoman tribes conquered Azerbaijan. 

Shaykh Sadr al-Din was succeeded by his son, Khvajah ‘Ali, who led the 
order until he died in 1427. According to Safavid tradition, the great 
Mongol conqueror Timur met Khvajah ‘Alt on a trip through Ardabil. 
During this meeting Timur gave him a poisoned drink. The poison, 
however, was not able to do its work because the rhythmic chanting of 
dhikr of the dervishes present caused Khvajah “Alt to engage in a spiritual 
dance so physically taxing that he sweated the poison out of his body. 
Timur, upon witnessing this wonder, became Khvajah ‘Ali’s disciple.’ 
During the vicegerency of Khvajah ‘Ali’s successor, his son Ibrahim, the 
Safavid order spread more extensively in Anatolia. The structure of the 
order was such that below the murshid-i kamil came the khalifat al-khulafa’ 
who oversaw the pira or leaders of the order.!° The quest for temporal and 
not just spiritual power among the Safavids began to manifest itself during 
the vicegerency of Ibrahim’s son, Junayd. He aroused his disciples to 
engage in a holy war against the infidels, that is, the Christians of Circassia, 
Georgia and Shirvan.'' Alarmed at this development, the Qara Quyinli 
leader Jahanshah expelled Junayd, who found refuge with Jahanshah’s 
enemy, the 4q Quyunli leader, Uziin Hasan. The quest for temporal power 
was further manifested in the marriage of Junayd’s son Haydar to the 
daughter of Uziin Hasan, ‘alamshah Begum. Haydar also engaged in battle 
against the Christians of Circassia and Daghistan. It was now the turn of the 
aq Quyunlii to be alarmed. Their leader, Sultan Ya‘qiib, sent an army to aid 
the ruler of Shirvan, Farrukhyasar, who was being attacked by Haydar. At 
this battle, Haydar was defeated and killed on 9 July 1488.!? It was during 
Haydar’s time that the followers donned the scarlet headgear with gores 
symbolizing the Twelve Imams. This became a symbol of the Safavids and 
the supporters were called the gizilbash, or redheads.'* The term generally 
applied to the Turcoman tribes of eastern Anatolia, northern Syria and the 
Armenian highlands, but also referred to those non-Turcoman tribes that 
supported the Safavid cause. !4 

Haydar’s place was taken by his son, ‘Ali, who adopted the title padishah 
(king) and was subsequently arrested by the anxious Sultan Ya‘qiib.!> As 
the aq Quyunlu disintegrated due to civil war, one of the claimants to the 
throne, Rustam, released ‘Ali with the aim of enlisting his help. But after 


helping him to defeat his enemies, Rustam issued orders for ‘Alt to be 
rearrested.'® ‘Ali attempted to escape to Ardabil but he was intercepted by 
the aq Quyunlu forces and killed, but not before designating his son, 
Isma‘il, as his successor.!’ Isma‘il was pursued by the 4q Quywtnli and 
spent nearly five years in hiding at Lahijan, all this while keeping close 
contact with his gizilbash supporters.'® In 1501, after battling the aq 
Quyanli, Isma‘il was crowned shah in Tabriz.'? Here he announced that the 
official religion of the new Safavid state was to be Ithna ‘Ashari Shi‘ism.7° 
He conquered the rest of Iran within ten years.”! It can be seen from the 
above account that the establishment of the Safavid state took place in three 
stages: the development of the order (tarigat), the establishment of relations 
with political powers, and the founding of a state with a new Shi‘l 
orientation.” 

How can this narrative be restated in Khalditinian terms? According to 
Ibn Khalditn, only houses with the attribute of nobility (sharaf) were able to 
found a dynasty. In tribal-based societies with competing ‘asabiyyahs or 
group feelings, competition ensues until one group is victorious. The 
possibility of victory is determined by the degree of social cohesion or 
‘asabiyyah of the group. Tribal groups had the strongest ‘asabiyyah as their 
ties were agnatic. Furthermore, agnatic ties were stronger in nomadic than 
in sedentarized tribal groups. Stronger ‘asabiyyah also implied physical and 
military strength. To the extent that such groups were bound by kinship ties, 
they functioned more effectively as mutual support groups. ‘asabiyyah was 
more effective if there was an overarching religion that functioned to pull 
the competing groups together, to subordinate the ‘asabiyyah of individual 
groups to the cause of a larger entity. 

In the case of the Safavid shahs, they had all these characteristics. First, 
they were able to claim nobility by claiming descent from the seventh 
Imam, Musa al-Kazim. Among the works in which these claims are made 
are the poems of Shah Isma ‘Tl: 


My name is Shah Isma‘il. I am God’s mystery. I am leader of all these 
ghazis. 

My mother is Fatima, my father is ‘Alt; and I am the pir of the Twelve 
Imams. 


I have recovered my father’s blood from Yazid. Be sure that I am of 
Hahdarian essence. 

I am the living Khidr and Jesus, son of Mary. I am the Alexander of 
(my) contemporaries. 

Look you, Yazid, polytheist and the adept of the Accursed one, I am 
free from the Ka‘ba of hypocrites. 

In me is Prophethood (and) the mystery of Holiness. I follow the path of 
Muhammad Mustafa. 

I have conquered the world at the point of (my) sword. I am the Qanbar 
of Murtada ‘AIt. 

My sire is Saft, my father Haydar. Truly I am the Ja‘afar of the 
audacious. 

I am a Husaynid and have curses for Yazid. I am Khata’l, a servant of 


the Shah’s.22 


In this poem, Shah Isma‘l, the founder of the Safavid state, claims descent 
from the Prophet Muhammad, through his daughter Fatimah and cousin 
‘Alt. He asserts his moral pedigree by declaring to be free of the evil and 
hypocrisy of Yazid, and a true follower of the way of his ancestors 
Muhammad, ‘Ali, Husayn, Shaykh Safi, and his father Haydar. The Islamic 
character of the Safavid ideology was also conditioned by the Anatolian 
craftsmen warriors or akhi. These Anatolian fraternities of the fifteenth 
century created a culture of chivalry by promoting the prestige of the 
sayyids by engaging in the veneration of ‘Ali and his progeny, and by 
recounting the story of Husayn at Karbala. It is from these circles that the 
qizilbash were recruited by the Safavids a century later.*+ 

There has been much controversy surrounding these claims. Several 
scholars, both Iranian and Western, have insisted that the Safavid genealogy 
is a fabrication. Savory says that the Safavids falsified evidence of their 
origins.*> Kasravi, Togan, Mazzaoui and Bello seem certain that the 
genealogy is fabricated.*° I do not intend to take this discussion further, 
beyond saying that the Safavid claims cannot be dismissed so easily. More 
relevant to the topic of this study, however, is the fact that the strength of 
the Safavid propaganda does not lie in the truth of their genealogical claims 
but in the belief that the groups who shared in their group feeling had in 
their claims. 


The Safavids also forged a religious orientation by claiming to be the 
“the shadows of God upon earth” as well as the representative of the 
Mahdi.”’ Strengthening these claims were dreams that Shaykh Safi al-Din 
was said to have, recorded by numerous chroniclers over a period of 200 
years. The earliest version of these was recorded by Ibn Bazzaz’s 
hagiography of Shaykh Safi, the Safvat al-Safa. It is related how Shaykh 
Saft dreamt that one night he was on the dome of the congregational 
mosque of Ardabil. When a sun rose to illuminate the land, he realized that 
sun was his own face. Recounting the dream to his mother, she interpreted it 
to mean that Safi would in future become a great shaykh.?® More than a 
century later, the Safavid historian Ibrahim Amini wrote the first official 
Safavid chronicle, which has Shaykh Safi’s mother give a different 
interpretation of her son’s dream. She says that Saft would become a person 
whose splendour of guidance would light up the world.” 

The nature of this overarching ideology is given in Arjomand’s Shadow 
of God and the Hidden Imam, in which he discusses how the Shi‘ doctrine 
of the occultation of the Imam led to the development of millenarian 
extremist movements in Islamic history. The emergence of the Safavid 
movement and state is to be understood in this context.*” 

What of the groups that shared in the ‘asabiyyah of the Safavids? They 
were the pastoral nomadic gizilbdsh tribes or uiymdq. As noted by Savory, 
the great fighting spirit of the gizilbash was derived from their intense tribal 
loyalty (ta ‘assub-i uymagivat or ta ‘assub-i gizilbashiyat).>! The role of the 
tribes in the founding of the Safavid state was merely one episode among 
many in which tribes formed the main military force of the emergent 
dynasty. Commenting on Iran, Sha‘bani and Sari‘al-Qalam note that her 
political history is in fact the history of the rise and fall of tribal groups 
(‘ashayir) such as the Ghaznavids, Seljuks, IIkhanids, Afshar, Zand and 
Qajar.** The characteristics of the tribes include kinship solidarity 
(khvishavand1), a propensity to war, and survival through booty and pillage. 
The idea of personal security through attachment to the tribe has important 
social, cultural and political consequences.** The tribes were generally 
conscious of their own tribal structure and were not only familiar with their 
tribal (i/7) hierarchy but were fiercely loyal (ta‘assub) to it.°4 If the tribe 
shared in the group feeling of another house, loyalty to the tribe meant 
loyalty to that house as well. The extent of loyalty of the gizilbadsh to Shah 


Isma‘il can be gauged from the interesting case of cannibalism in early 
Safavid Iran. This is discussed in a study by Shahzad Bashir, who cites the 
earliest report of cannibalism from the Tarikh-I Shah Isma ‘tl va Shah 
Tahmasb-i Safavi of Amir Mahmud Khvandamir, written about 1550. It 
relates the story of the desecration of the body of the Uzbek leader 
Shaybani Khan near the city of Merv. Shaybani Khan was killed in a battle 
with Shah Isma‘il’s gizilbash forces. His severed head was brought to the 
shah. Not satisfied, Shah Isma‘il demanded to see Shaybant Khan’s whole 
body, after which he said: “whoever among our sincere soldiers [qurchiyan- 
i kathir al-iklas| and special servants [maldzimdn kathir al-ikhtisds| loves 
our imperial head [sar-i navvab-i humdyiin-i ma| should partake of the flesh 
of this enemy”.*> Bashir notes that the subsequent feasting was an act of 
love for and loyalty to Shah Isma‘il.*° 

Iran was ruled by the Safavid dynasty during the years 907-1134 
AH/1501—1722 AD. The Safavid Sufiorder upon which the dynasty was 
founded was established some 200 years before the state itself emerged. In 
the next section, the nature of the Safavid political economy is discussed, in 
order to assess how a state of nomadic tribal origins presided over a 
sedentary based system. Safavid Iran is an example of a tributary state in 
which there was a “non-hydraulic” genesis of its mode of production. This 
genesis was explained above in terms of Ibn Khaldtin’s theory concerning 
tribal ‘asabiyyah, religious fervour and military superiority. I now turn to 
the nature of Safavid Iran’s tributary mode of production and what that 
implies for our understanding of the fall of the Safavid dynasty. 


The Safavid economy and its modes of production 


The Safavid empire was made up of two great societal types, nomadic 
(al-‘umran al-badawi) and sedentary society (al-‘umrdn al-hadari). The 
main areas of surplus appropriation in sedentary society were agriculture, 
industry and trade. The ruling class consisted of the state and military 
bureaucracy, and the religious institution. The following account on the 
sources and recipients of surplus is largely based on the situation in the 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.*/ 

In the area of agriculture, land was generally owned by the state. Land 
tenure was based on the contract of muzara ‘ah, a share of the crop being the 


rent.°® All categories of land, state, mulk, tuyial/suyurghal (benefice) and 


vagf (religious endowment) lands were worked by peasants.*? Tribal khans 
who were granted tuyil/suyurghal land in return for their military services 
to the state*? had the right to collect tax revenue from these lands. 

The next source of revenue was the urban surplus obtained by means of 
taxes and duties imposed on craft industry and trade. In Safavid Iran craft 
guilds (asndf, sing. sinf) were subject to various taxes, as well as to corvées, 
but the rations, pay and fringe benefits they received were substantial.! As 
far as trade was concerned, in Safavi Iran merchants were relatively free 
from state control. Apart from the shah and the sultan and _ their 
bureaucracies which collected the surplus, there was also the ‘ulama’ 
(religious clerics), some of whom formed part of the ruling class. The 
‘ulama@’ had sources of wealth and economic power such as vagf land. The 
sadr administered the arbab-i ‘ama’im (religious institution) and vagf 
property.*” In addition to this, the Iranian Shi‘i ‘ulamd’ derived economic 
power by virtue of being the direct recipients of a tax called the khums, 
unlike their Sunni counterparts in the rest of the Muslim world. In addition 
to this, a poor tax, the zakat was also paid directly to the ‘ulamda’. The 
‘ulama’ were often critical of and antagonistic towards the state, this 
antagonism increasing as financial problems of the state emerged. The 
‘ulama’ were not unified into a religious institution and were able to avoid 
being totally incorporated into the Safavid state. A distinction could also be 
made between the local Persian ‘ulamda’ and the imported Arab ‘ulama’ 
who were patronized by the Safavid shahs.** Thus, the picture that we have 
of the Safavid political economy is that of a ruling elite consisting of civil, 
military and religious factions extracting surplus from the peasantry, 
craftsmen and merchants. 

Nomadic society formed a crucial part of Safavid society. Between the 
twelfth and nineteenth centuries the various tribes constituted 
approximately one-quarter of the population of Iran. These tribes were 
divided into five major ethnic groups: Turcoman, Iranian, Kurdish, Arab 
and Baluch.** Of particular importance, as far as the rise of the Safavid 
state 1s concerned, were the Turcoman tribes. As early as the eleventh 
century the administrative, economic and social systems of Iran came under 
the influence of the Turcoman tribal institution. After the Safavid state was 
established with the aid of tribal military support, vast territories of Iran 
came under the administration of uymaq s. The uymaq in Safavid times 


referred to a concept of a tribe that was constituted by economic, 
administrative and military ties between groups that were not necessarily 
related by ties of kinship, although succession to the rule of the wymdaq was 
based on kinship. Tribal chieftains or khan s controlled the various uymdq s 
in Iran which oversaw both rural and urban production.*> The uymdq was 
the means by which the tribal population became integrated with sedentary 
society and participated in the administration of the state. 

In Ibn Khalditin’s understanding of society, there were two main types, 
distinguished in terms of their social structure and ways of making a living 
(nahlat min al-ma ‘ash).*° Ibn Khaldiin, however, did not conceptualize or 
characterize these societal types in terms of the relations between their 
social, economic and political aspects in the way that, for example, Marx 
did with the concept of modes of production. How can the Safavid political 
economy be characterized in terms of modes of production? 

As discussed in Chapter 6, the mode of production consists of two basic 
elements: the relations of production and the forces of production. Forces of 
production refers to the means of production — that is, the non-human inputs 
such as raw materials, machines and tools used in the process of production. 
It also refers to the labour process or the manner in which work is 
organized. This involves the transformation of the raw natural material into 
products by means of the tools, skills, organization and knowledge of the 
worker. Relations of production refers to the mode of appropriation of the 
economic surplus and the economic ownership and control of the forces of 
production that correspond to that mode of appropriation of the economic 
surplus. Every mode of production has a specific form of the forces of 
production and relations of production. Thus, in order to identify a 
particular mode of production it is necessary to specify both the forces and 
relations of production. 

What was the dominant mode of production in the sedentary society of 
Safavid Iran? Hitherto, works on Safavid society have tended to describe its 
economic system in terms of unitary modes of production. Attempts have 
been made to characterize the economic system in terms of the feudal mode 
of production.*7 Others have characterized the system in terms of the 
Asiatic mode of production.*® The various characterizations of Safavid Iran 
as feudal or Asiatic tend to stretch the meaning of the terms Asiatic and 
feudal too far and also amount to obscuring the nature of the relations and 
forces of production that operated there. Foran’s article on the modes of 


production in seventeenth century Iran is a significant improvement on 
previous works, in that he views Safavid society as having been made up of 
three distinct modes of production. The three discussed by Foran are the 
pastoral nomadic, peasant crop-sharing, and petty commodity modes of 
production.” 


Following Amin and Wolf,-* my approach will be to view various pre- 
capitalist systems that are based on political coercion in the relations of 
production as tributary modes of production. Thus, the feudal and Asiatic 
systems would be examples of tributary modes of production, the former 
being less centralized than the latter. Clearly, the Safavid mode of 
production was a tributary one. But was it a tributary mode of production of 
the feudal, Asiatic or some other variety? 

Some scholars have taken the view that it is the Asiatic mode of 
production that aptly characterizes Safavid society. The basic characteristics 
of the Asiatic mode of production have been discussed in Chapter 6 and 
will not be repeated here. Abrahamian, in his discussion of the Asiatic 
mode of production in Qajar Iran, refers to two separate explanations for the 
power of the Asiatic state in the writings of Marx and Engels. According to 
the first explanation, “the public works were the business of the central 
government”. The strength of the state, therefore, is derived from of its 
having a large bureaucracy to administer public works. According to the 
second explanation, “the whole empire, not counting the few larger towns, 
was divided into villages, which possessed a completely separate 
organization and formed a little world in themselves”.°! In this case, the 
state is strong by virtue of the existence of a weak and fragmented society. 
The first explanation is a theory of bureaucratic despotism and the second a 
theory of fragmented society* Abrahamian opts for the theory of 
fragmented society as the key to understanding oriental despotism in Iran. 
Although his work is on Qayjar Iran, it would be reasonable to assume, as 
suggested by Foran, that he would have applied the theory of the Asiatic 
mode of production to Safavid Iran as well, as capitalism was more 


extensive in nineteenth century Iran than in earlier times.°° For 
Abrahamian, it was Qajar Iran’s “complicated mosaic”, its diversity in 
terms of religious, sectarian, tribal, linguistic and ecological terms, that 


created communal rivalry and a fragmented state.*4 
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Abrahamian’s work has internal contradictions. While he claims that the 
Qajar state was despotic due to its high level of diversity, he also states that 
the Qajars were despots “without the instruments of despotism’, were not 
effective in enforcing their power, and were often forced to retreat in the 
face of dangerous opposition.°° The logic of the theory of fragmentation is 
that the diversity was such that it precluded the transformation of socio- 
economic interests into collective behaviour.°° Yet, Abrahamian cites an 
example of how a Qajar shah’s appointment of a provincial governor to 
Kashan proved to be so unpopular with the city notables there that he was 
forced to recall the appointee.°’ Savory makes an interesting point about the 
nature of Safavid rule. Noting that European observers were unanimous in 
asserting the absolute nature of power of the Safavid shahs, Savory draws 
attention to the relatively high degree of individual freedom and personal 
security in Safavid Iran.°® The arbitrary use of despotic power was rarely 
wielded against the lower classes. It was more often directed against court 
officials, members of the nobility, or other ranks within the Safavid 
administrative system.>” 

At any rate, the theory of fragmented society does not seem to be 
applicable to the case of Safavid Iran. In fact, as we shall see later, it was 
precisely the rulers’ use of diversity that served to make the administration 
ineffective and the military weak. The theory of bureaucratic despotism is 
also to be rejected. The centralized despotic Safavid state did not derive its 
power from the administration of large-scale public irrigation works. 
Although irrigation was crucial to Iranian agriculture because of the semi- 
arid nature of the land, and the regulation of water distribution was an 
important concern of the government, the subterraneous irrigation channels 
called gandt were managed by local officials.©” What, then, was the basis of 
the power of this state? It was derived from the control by the state, at least 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, of the superior military 
capability provided by pastoral nomads. Invading nomads aided in the 
establishment of a centralized state. As in the case of the Ottoman Empire, 
the tribute paid by tribal members to the tribal chieftain was the forerunner 
of the Asiatic tax/rent.°! Ibn Khaldiin’s theory provides the basis for the 
despotic nature of the Safavid Asiatic state.°* This was a tributary mode of 
production in which state power derived not from the control of large-scale 
irrigation works but rather from tribal support. 


Another trait of the Asiatic mode of production, also discussed in 
Chapter 6 in connection with the Ottoman Empire, is the direct extraction of 
surplus from the dominated classes where the state is landlord and 
sovereign, and taxes and rent coincide.® If we understand the Asiatic mode 
of production to be one in which the state, as the legal owner of landed and 
manufacturing property, appropriates the economic surplus directly from 
the populace, then it will be clear that the Safavid economic system cannot 
be characterized by “Asiatic” forms of surplus appropriation alone. In 
Safavid Iran there was the distinction between divdni (state) and khassah 
(imperial estate) land.®* It was revenue from the latter that accrued directly 
to the ruler and his household.® However, not all revenues went directly to 
the ruler or the state. Other forms of surplus appropriation were to be found 
in the tributary mode of production in Safavid Iran. Benefices (tuyul and 
suyurghal) were also granted, in which cases revenues accrued to the 
holders of such benefices. In fact, superficial similarities between certain 
Safavid institutions and those found in European feudalism may explain 
why some glossed over the differences and chose to designate the Safavid 
system as feudal. This was true of Marxist scholarship on Iran.°° 

Nomani, defining feudalism essentially as a mode of production in which 
there is an “exploitative relation between the landlords and the dependent 
peasants, based on the extraction of surplus product by means of three types 
of rent: labor, kind or money”, refers to the enserfment of Iranian 
communes since the Sassanian period and traces the development of what 
he calls feudal servile obligation from then until 1600 AD.°’ He cites as 
evidence the development of the igta‘ (benefice), along with the increase in 
large holdings and the greater dependence of peasants on the lords.® 
Shaugannik is more critical of the tendency to read feudalism into the 
Iranian pre-capitalist mode of production without qualification. He does see 
features of the Asiatic mode of production in pre-capitalist Iran, such as 
scattered and self-sufficient villages, and the ownership of the means of 
production in communal or state hands.®’ Furthermore, he does not equate 
the igta‘ with any European feudal institution, recognizing that it inhibits 
the emergence of an independent feudal class.’? However, he also says that 
it would be wrong to contrast the Iranian system with feudalism in too stark 
terms when it is considered that there was private property in land (mulk) 
and there was such a thing as personal igtd‘.’! He also notes that in Safavid 


times, the igta‘ gave way to the tuyul and suyirghal systems that were 
closer to their feudal counterparts.’* Shaugannik opts to characterize the 
“medieval” Iranian society in terms of a variant of feudalism that is quite 
different from the European variety. Features of the Iranian economy such 
as the existence of three types of ownership — tribal, communal/state and 
estate — and subsistence level production, were not characteristic of 
European feudalism.” 

Lambton’s remark on the igtd‘ system is relevant and also applies to the 
tuyul and suyurghal institutions: 


The igta‘ system is sometimes spoken of as feudalism, but the 
circumstances in which the igta‘ system became established and the 
causes which gave rise to it were different from those which prevailed 
in Western Europe when feudalism developed. The results were 
dissimilar, and it is misleading to talk of feudalism in the lands of the 
Eastern Caliphate, including Persia, unless it is first made clear that 
Islamic feudalism does not correspond to any of the various types of 
feudalism found in Western Europe. The element of mutual obligation 
inherent in the nexus of feudal tenure in Western Europe is notably 


absent. /* 


Igta‘ means a form of administrative or military grant.’> It was an 
institution that became regularized during the period of the Seljuk Empire 
(1087-1157).’° In Safavid Iran, two kinds of benefices were widely 
granted, the tuyul and suyurghal, and the igta‘ was replaced by the tuyul 
and suyurghal. Tuyul referred to grants of land that were not hereditary and 
were made mostly in outlying areas, resembling provincial governments. In 
return, the tuyuldar (tuyal holder) provided a military contingent for the 
shah in times of need. He was also entrusted with the administration of the 
land.’’ The term tuyil was also used to designate land assigned in lieu of 
salary.’ Other uses of the term referred to grants of immunity of property 
and grants of khdssah (imperial estate) land to the army.’? The term 
suyurghal was used mainly to denote hereditary or life grants of khdssah 
and vagf land, and usufructory property, and often included a grant of 
immunity. °° 


There are superficial similarities between the institutions of the 
tuyul/suyurghal and the fief. These include the grant of land in return for 
military service, the grant of land in lieu of salary, the grant of immunities, 
the high status of the military, and the existence of an exploited peasantry.*! 
However, there is a fundamental difference between the fief on the one 
hand and the Safavid institutions on the other. The granting of a fief was 
based on a contract of fealty that established a solidary, fraternal 
relationship between lord and vassal involving reciprocal obligations of 
loyalty. In contrast, the granting of tuyul/suyirghal generally did not 
involve a contract of personal fealty carrying reciprocal obligations of 
loyalty. Rather they were granted mainly out of fiscal considerations and 
existed in the general context of a despotic state. In the feudal mode of 
production as it existed in Europe, rule at the apex of the system was 
relatively fragile and weak. Power was held mainly by local lords. In 
Safavid Iran, however, rule at the apex of the system was strong. In 
European feudalism, land was owned by local lords, but it was the property 
of the state in the case of Safavid Iran. It would, therefore, not be accurate 
to characterize the Safavid system in terms of the feudal mode of 
production. 

To my mind, the differences between the twyiil/suyurghal institutions on 
the one hand and the European fief on the other warrant our referring to the 
Safavid political economy in terms of a separate mode of production that is 
neither feudal nor Asiatic. The prebendal feudal mode of production, as I 
have named it, is one possibility. 

The prebendal feudal mode of production can be defined as one based on 
the granting of benefices, which is what tuyul/suyurghal are. Unlike the 
European feudal system, the prebendal feudal mode of production was more 
centralized as far as the ownership of land by the state was concerned. 
Furthermore, the European fief differed from the Safavid prebend in many 
ways. For example, there was no contract of fealty between the shah and the 
holder of the tuyul/suyurghal. The relationship was mainly a fiscal one. We 
discussed in Chapter 6 that the differences between European feudalism and 
the Ottoman system were not minor, leading Weber to characterize the 
Ottoman system as belonging to the system of prebendal feudalism.’* The 
relations of production in prebendal feudalism are sufficiently different 
from those of “occidental” feudalism to warrant our referring to the former 
as a distinct mode of production. The prebendal feudal mode of production 


existed in Safavid Iran as well and was based on the granting of benefices 
(tuyul/suyurghdal) in return for military and administrative services. 

Another system, it has been suggested, that characterizes the agricultural 
sector of Safavid Iran is the peasant crop-sharing mode of production. This 
mode of production was advanced by Foran as an alternative to feudalism. 
According to Foran, the economic surplus of the agrarian sector was 
appropriated in the form of a share of the crop, regardless of what the 
dominant class was — private landlords, the shah or tuyil holders. While this 
is an interesting possibility there are possible objections to it. Share- 
cropping was also found in England and France in feudal times, where it 
was known as “farming to halves” and “metayage” respectively.*? Reducing 
a mode of production to the mode of surplus appropriation, for example, 
crop-sharing, could result in our designating European feudalism as a crop- 
sharing mode of production. More importantly, in different systems where 
crop-sharing is present the relations of production and _ ideological 
conditions may be so varied as to warrant our distinguishing between 
different modes of production, that is, among systems that involve crop- 
sharing. 


The petty commodity mode of production 


The petty commodity mode of production made up primarily the urban 
sector. In this mode of production, the producers were artisans who not only 
owned their means of production but also performed the labour and 
produced for the market. In other words, it was characterized by the unity of 
labour and capital.*+ Petty commodity production was found in the 
agricultural as well as urban sectors in Safavid Iran. In the rural sector, 
however, petty commodity production did not encompass the whole of 
society and was subordinate to the prebendal feudal mode of production. It 
reached a higher level of development in the towns in the form of the royal 
workshops, and craft guilds (asndf, sing. sinf). The dominant classes 
included the shah, the state ‘ulamda’, with the merchants, bazaar ‘ulama’ 
and artisans making up the intermediate classes. The day labourers 
constituted the dominated class.*° 


The pastoral nomadic mode of production 


Any discussion on the Safavid modes of production cannot ignore the 
presence of nomadic tribes. The pastoral mode of production was the sole 
mode of pro duction to be found in nomadic society (al- ‘umran al-badawi). 
The term nomad (badi) pertains to temporary habitation or the absence of 
permanent habitation. The term pastoral refers to domesticated animals as 
the principal means of production.*° Through these animals the basic needs 
of the pastoralists — food (butter, cheese, meat, yoghurt), drink (milk), 
clothing (hides, wool), fuel (dung) and means of transportation (camel, 
donkey, horses, oxen) — are procured.®’ As in the Ottoman case, animals, 
tools and dwelling items were owned on an individual basis while grazing 
land was the communal property of the tribe.** Individually owned property 
did move from owner to owner, this movement taking place within the 
system of kinship (for example, marriage and inheritance) rather than 
market relations.8? The dominated class consisted of the rest of the 
tribespeople, who owned on an individual basis their animals, tools and 
dwelling items. Those who had insufficient animals with which to subsist 
constituted the underclass of the pastoral nomadic mode of production and 
sold their labour to those higher up in the system.”” 

The Turcoman tribes of Anatolia are a pastoral nomadic people that are 
of direct concern to us because it was the various Turcoman tribes that 
played a significant role in the founding, development and fall of the 
Safavid Empire. Of the various types of pastoral nomadism, only one is 
found among the Turcoman tribes. These were multi-animal pastoralists 
who bred sheep, goats, cattle and camels. But the most important animal 
among the Turcomans was the horse.”! This is due to the fact that very 
often the means of subsistence were procured through conquest or raids, for 
which horses were indispensable. 

It is necessary to mention at this point that what is meant by tribe is 
inexact. Tapper has noted that there is little consensus among scholars 
regarding the levels that the term tribe or confederation refers to. Adding to 
the confusion are the indigenous terms such as il, ‘ashirah, qabilah, ta’ifah, 
tirah, uymag and ulus. These terms have multiple meanings, are often used 
interchangeably and lack precision with regard to the levels or segments 
they refer to.” 


Approaches to the decline of the Safavid state and the 
prebendal feudal mode of production: a Khaldiinian 
perspective 


Most of the Safavid rulers after Shah ‘Abbas I were weak and ineffective. 
‘Abbas II (1642-66) was an exception. Two of the shahs, Sulayman and 
Sultan Husayn, were disinterested in state affairs and proved to be the 
weakest of the Safavid shahs, ruling from 1666 to 1722. It was during this 
period of ineffectual rule that the mujtahids asserted their independence 
from the shah and claimed themselves to be the only legitimate 
representatives of the Imam and, therefore, the only source of legitimate 
authority.?> From here on the country became more unstable due to both 
internal and external factors. 

Externally, there were frequent raids conducted on the frontiers by the 
Baluchis, Afghans and Arabs. In fact, when the Baluchis raided Kerman, 
Shah Sultan Husayn turned to a visiting Georgian prince, Giorgi XI, for 
help. He appointed Giorgi Governor of Kerman in 1699, who successfully 
repelled the invaders.?* Ten years later, the Ghilzay Afghans under Mir 
Vays killed Giorgi and took Kandahar from the Safavids. In 1722 Mir Vays’ 
son Ma?mid besieged Isfahan until Shah Sultan Husayn abdicated, and 
crowned himself Shah of Persia. When Ashraf succeeded Mahmid in 1725, 
the Afghans controlled the main urban centres of central and southern Iran. 
The Afghans’ further expansion was checked by the Safavid military leader 
Nadir Khan, who was actually a member of the Afshar tribe, one of the 
tribes that made up the gizilbash. Allying himself with Tahmasp I, he 
fought and drove out the Afghans from Iran by 1730 and placed Tahmasp II 
on the throne. He then deposed Tahmasp II, ruled as regent under the infant 
Shah ‘Abbas III, and finally had himself crowned as Nadir Shah, the first 
ruler of the Afshar dynasty.”° The place of the Afshar dynasty was taken by 
the Zand, who initially ruled under the name of Safavid Isma‘Tl III. After 
the death of Isma‘il III in 1773, fighting between the Zand in the south and 
the Qajars in the north ensued. The Qajar leader, Aga Mu?ammad Khan, 
succeeded in disposing of the Zand, established Tehran as the new capital 
and was crowned Shah in the spring of 1796.”° 

A few perspectives have emerged concerning the causes of the decline of 
the Safavids. The standard reference is Minorsky’s discussion on the causes 
of decline, which he lists as: 


(a) The disappearance of the theocratic basis of the state that was 
established by Shah Isma‘il I, with no substitute ideology taking its 
place. 

(b) Opposition within the Persian military establishment. 

(c) Upset of the equilibrium between mamdlik and khassah land. 

(d) The irresponsible role of the harem, Queen Mother and eunuchs who 
formed something of a “shadow government”. 

(ce) The ineptitude of rulers who were brought up in the confines of the 


harem and were consequently ignorant of the outside world.?’ 


The principal Safavid period scholars that followed, Lockhart and Savory, 
did not depart from this assessment, with Lockhart stressing the personal 
failing of the shahs and Savory concentrating on the structural factors listed 
by Minorsky.?° Lockhart’s views have been said to be Eurocentric: for 
example, he gives much attention to the role of factors from European 
commercial and diplomatic history in his account of the fall of the 
Safavids.?’ He describes with adulation Peter the Great’s invasion of Iran: 


An excellent trait in Peter’s character was his wish to champion the 
cause of the Christian minorities in Persia, of whose trials and 
tribulations he had doubtless heard much from Alexander Archilovich 
and other Georgians, as well as from Armenians; it is probable that this 


desire did not take definite shape until early in the eighteenth century. !°° 


Foran, in his valuable study, follows up on the discussion of the role of 
structural factors by drawing attention to the economic problems confronted 
by the late Safavid state, looking at the balance of trade deficit, fiscal crisis, 
inflation, tax exploitation and corruption.!°! The most recent and 
comprehensive study is by Matthee, who makes a strong case by bringing in 
several factors that contributed to the decline of the Safavid state. Arguing 
that an empire such as the Safavids’ could only be held together through 
negotiated arrangement of mutual benefit with the various vested interest 
groups, such as tribal chieftains and the ‘u/ama’, the factors that worked 
against this model are discussed. Matthee concludes that in the seventeenth 
century, leadership at all levels - political, military and administrative - was 


inadequate and failed to solve pressing economic problems. The decline is 


blamed on leadership.!” 

The accounts of the decline and fall of the Safavid state referred to above 
have uncovered important facts and provided strong arguments to explain 
the reasons as to why the light of the Safavids was eventually extinguished. 
But, for the most part, these studies enumerate factors rather than present a 
theoretical framework for the analysis of the fall. I am not citing that as a 
weakness of the above studies. However, it is my intention to examine 
whether a Khaldunian theoretical framework can add anything to the 
account of the fall of the Safavids. 

When Minorsky cited the lack of a substituting ideology for the 
theocratic ideas established by Shah Isma‘il, that begged the question of 
what the material base of that ideology could have been. The Khaldinian 
question here is: what solidary group was available that could have been the 
recipient of this ideology, which could have taken up the role of the group 
with the strongest ‘asabiyyah after decades of alienation of the gizilbash, 
the carriers of the former ideology? There must also be a substitute group to 
be the carrier of the substitute ideology. The logic of the system was that 
either another group from the same lineage with a weakened ‘asabiyyah and 
ideology would rule, or a new group from a different lineage would 
establish a new dynasty. In either case, it is not just a matter of the historical 
convergence of external and internal factors that leads to decline, as implied 
in the above accounts. The manner in which the Safavid state emerged set 
in place a logic of decline. The very fact of tribal support for the formative 
state and their sedentarization via the prebendal feudal mode of production 
set in motion a process by which the tribesmen become less effective as a 
fighting force and are perceived as a threat to the ruling elite that they 
helped bring to power. There are then attempts by the ruling house to 
marginalize them. The alienation of the tribesmen from the ruling house 
constitutes what Ibn Khaldin refers to as the loss of ‘asabiyyah. An 
alternative ideology “proposed” by Minorsky would not prevent or slow 
down the decline were there no group that shared in the ‘asabiyyah of the 
ruling house, and which would provide military support. Indeed, there was 
a new ‘asabiyyah in the Qajar family, which no longer shared in the 
‘asabiyyah of the Safavids but created their own dynasty. In other words, 
there was an alternative ideology but it resided in alternative family that 
contributed to bringing down the Safavids. 


At the outset of the chapter, I discussed Ibn Khaldin in connection with 
the support of the tributary Safavid state by tribal military power. Once the 
Safavid Empire was established, however, there were attempts to absorb the 
supporting tribes into the sedentary life of the empire, or in Khaldtinian 
terms, to dispense with ‘asabiyyah. The very forces behind state formation 
eventually become a source of instability for the new state. The stability of 
the new state rested on its ability to destroy its own nomadic foundations. 
The dominant mode in sedentary society in the Safavid Empire was the 
prebendal feudal mode of production, not the petty commodity mode of 
production, because the majority of the population lived outside the 
towns.!9> But it was the petty commodity mode of production that produced 
the goods coveted by the pastoral nomads. Once they conquered a state and 
founded a new dynasty, however, they became absorbed into the prebendal 
feudal mode of production. In the event of the establishment of a dynasty 
through tribal support there arose the problem of providing adequate 
remuneration to tribal elites and their armies, who by now aspired towards a 
sedentary and luxurious life. The granting of benefices (tuyil, suyurghal) to 
tribal chieftains achieved the aim of such remuneration. But in the eyes of 
the ruler, the chieftains of the dominant tribes upon whose power the 
dynasties rode posed a threat to the rulers once the dynasty was founded. 
The rulers marginalized them by instruments that were features of the 
prebendal feudal mode of production. This marginalization and subsequent 
alienation of the tribesmen constituted in Khaldtinian terms the erosion of 
‘asabiyyah or group feeling that the gizilbash shared with the Safavid 
rulers. 

When the Safavid Empire was established, benefices were granted to 
tribal chieftains. In Iran, benefices known as tuyul were granted to gizilbash 
tribal chieftains. 

The tuyul were non-hereditary, unlike the suyurghal.'°* As Fragner notes, 
the “reason for avoiding suyurghdl grants in such cases was the intention to 
restrict, at least formally, the autonomy of the high amirs in the 
provinces”. !°° Indeed, this is a case of the ruler attempting to dispense with 
‘asabiyyah for fear that the tribesmen, with whose help he came to power, 
were potential usurpers. Their fears were well founded, as there were many 
cases of tribal chieftains making efforts to consolidate their positions as 
governors and landowners through, for example, intermarriage. The 
marriages of Muhammad Hassan Khan Qajar illustrate this very well. Some 


of his marriages were to non-Qajar women; marrying outside of the tribe 
was a way of reinforcing his economic and political position beyond the 
tribe and strengthened his claim to the throne. !°° 

Attempts to marginalize the gizilbash by Safavid rulers began as early as 
the period of Isma‘il I. It was during his reign that the trend of reducing the 
influence of the gizilbash was started. From 1508 onwards Shah Isma‘il did 
not appoint a qizilbdsh chief to the position of the vadil, the vicegerent of 
the shah. Another tactic resorted to was replacing the tribal district chiefs in 
order to reduce their influence. For example, Isma‘il appointed an Ustajlu, 
Muhammad Beg, to the office of the amir al-umarda’ or commandet-in-chief 
and also put him in charge of the tribal district of a Shamli, Husayn Beg. 
An Ustajlu amir al-umara’ would not be able to gain the same level of 
support from Shamli tribesmen as a Shamlii amir al-umara’ would.!°’ 

The attempt to control the gizilbash was not successful, and there was a 
period in which the gizilbadsh actually ruled Iran (1524—33).!°8 However, 
Shah ‘Abbas (1588-1629) continued with attempts to reduce the influence 
of the gizilbash. Reducing the influence of the gizi/bash was necessary for 
rulers who did not want their power to be usurped, but at the same time they 
were dependent on the gizilbash for their military services. It was necessary 
to lessen this dependency. The solution that Shah ‘Abbas came up with was 
the creation of the ghulam (slaves of the royal household) regiment. The 
ghulam were former prisoners from campaigns that the shahs conducted in 
Georgia and Armenia. Many were converted to Islam and trained to serve 
as cavalrymen in the standing army.!°? In order to solve the problem of 
paying the ghulam, Shah ‘Abbas converted mamailik land, from which tuyil 
were granted to the qizilbdsh chiefs, to khassah or crown provinces and 
appointed the ghulam as their administrators.!!° The intention was to reduce 
the power and influence of the gizilbash but the policy was not successful. 
The ghulam were militarily weak and the policy of appointing them as 
administrators of converted lands led to the weakening of the state 
militarily. In times of crisis, the gizilbash were reappointed to their former 
positions, as they were better able to defend the crown lands.!!! Shah 
‘Abbas also applied the tactic of transferring groups of gizilbash of one 
tribe to ulka or tribal districts held by another tribe, with the hope of 
weakening tribal bonds.!!* In addition, Shah ‘Abbas appointed Georgians, 
Armenians and Circassians, that is, non-Muslims, to the highest offices of 


the state.!!? In the long run the shahs’ policy of marginalizing the gizilbash 
weakened the state militarily and economically but did not actually succeed 
in marginalizing the qgizilbdsh. Hurewitz notes that at the end of ‘Abbas’ 
reign, five out of six provincial governors were still gizilbash chiefs.!'* 

The assignment of benefices to tribal chieftains was strategic in that it 
paid them and at the same time contributed to the erosion of their 
‘asabiyyah. In fact, there were signs of decline in ‘asabiyyah in Safavid 
Iran, as indicated by the difficulty tribal chieftains had raising sufficient 
troops.!!> This account can be restated at a theoretical level in terms of the 
relationship between the pastoral nomadic and prebendal feudal modes of 
production. It is within the context of the prebendal feudal mode of 
production, therefore, that the ‘asabivyah of the ruling tribes experiences a 
decline. 

The effect on ‘asabiyyah of incorporation into the state was exacerbated 
by another tactic described by Ibn Khaldiin and resorted to by the Safavid 
rulers, as discussed above. As stated before, according to Ibn Khaldiin, once 
a dynasty is established with the aid of tribal military power, the ruler 
attempts to dispense with the support of that group. The form that this took 
in Safavid Iran differs from that described by Ibn Khaldtn. In Ibn Khaldtn, 
the ruler attempts to blunt the aspirations of the people who shared in his 
‘asabiyyah by relying on clients and followers who were nurtured in the 
shadow of that ‘asabiyyah, or on tribal groups of a different descent who 
have become his clients.!!° In Safavid Iran, however, the rulers attempted to 
dispense with tribal military support altogether. Shah ‘Abbas tried to reduce 
the power of the gizilbdsh elite by creating a ghulam regiment. !!7 

According to the Khaldtnian model, once a house declines, another 
house from among the same descent may replace it, riding on the 
‘asabiyyah of the larger descent group. The tribe that represents the group 
with the superior group feeling may attain kingship either by acquiring 
actual and direct control of the state or providing assistance to the ruling 
dynasty. In the Safavid case, it was the former that happened. As the state 
declined militarily and economically, it gave way to rule by the same ruling 
tribes that had supported its rise, that is the Afshars, Zand and Qayars. 
Kingship was transferred from one branch, or one tribe (i), of the 
confederation of gizilbdsh tribes to another and continued within that 
particular ummah until the force of the ‘asabiyyah of that nation was 


completely eroded, or until the various groups making up that nation no 
longer existed.!!8 

The last of the gizilbash tribes that were able to establish superiority over 
other gizilbdsh tribes and then take the place of the ruling Safavid dynasty 
was the Qajar. The military force of the Qajars was drawn from their tribal 
population. The shahs would ask the tribal leaders to mobilize their own 
men for assembly in the spring. The army would usually be disbanded as 
winter approached.!!° 

Nevertheless, we must assume that the ‘asabiyyah of the Qajar was 
relatively weak compared to that of the Safavids during their peak. This is 
indicated by the early Qajar rulers’ attempts to create a sense of legitimacy 
of their rule and authority. Unlike the Safavids, the Qajars could not claim 
descent from the Hidden Imam. They did, however, utilize many of the 
forms of address used by the Safavid shahs to refer to their sacred origins. 
For example, they arrogated to themselves the title of Shadow of God Upon 
Earth.!?° It is significant that they had to resort to borrowing forms of 
address from the Safavids rather than create their own. 

The Safavid Empire was established as a result of the migration of 
nomadic peoples. The rulers attempted to defuse the power of tribal groups 
once they (the rulers) were firmly established in power. Nevertheless, for 
centuries up until the twentieth, tribal military power was essential in 
bringing dynasties to power. What accounts for the prevalence of tribal 
power in Iran? One reason has to do with geography. In the case of Iran, the 
topography is such that centralization was more difficult than in other 
regions, such as the Ottoman Empire. The mountainous terrain made it 
much more difficult to control the tribes. Another reason is the location of 
the various tribal groups. In Iran the population of the tribes (estimated at 
half of the total Iranian population at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century)!*! occupied large geographical areas of the empire.!?* Third, in 
Iran the tuyuldar consisted of a great number of tribal khans (chiefs): that 
is, they were drawn by and large from the tribal population. Another reason 
is that apart from the fact that there were a larger number of independent 
and armed nomadic tribes in Iran, the Iranian states were very dependent on 
the tribes for their military force.'*? The proximity of tribal groups to the 
central state in Iran, coupled with the fact that they were superior warriors, 
made them a constant threat to the state. 


Conclusion 


An immediate concern of this chapter has been to make an argument for the 
cogency of the Khaldiinian theory of state formation in debates surrounding 
the nature of the Safavid political economy or mode of production. I have 
indicated an avenue for the integration of a modes of production framework 
into Ibn Khaldin’s theory of state formation, the field of application being 
Iranian history. While the economic system of Safavid Iran has been 
couched in terms of Marxist concepts, their dynamics have been described 
in terms of Ibn Khaldtin’s theory of state formation. As mentioned at the 
outset, the Safavid political economy can be characterized in terms of the 
prebendal feudal mode of production. Ibn Khaldtin’s work provides a 
theoretical framework with which to understand the rise and dynamics of 
the Safavid Empire. 

Ibn Khaldin said that the goal of nomadic society was sedentary society: 
an organized collectivity of nomads aspire to attain the lifestyle of 
sedentary people. The interaction between the two types is continuous, 
involving the conquest of the latter by the former, who then are gradually 
absorbed into the sedentary culture and institutions. Restated in terms of the 
modes of production framework, the establishment of a new dynasty on the 
basis of tribal military support is the political dimension of the interaction 
between the pastoral nomadic on the one hand and the prebendal feudal and 
petty commodity modes of production on the other. In order for the 
Khaldtnian cycle to perpetuate, the nomads of the new dynasty, now settled 
in towns, hamlets and villages, have to be absorbed into the prebendal 
feudal mode of production, lose their nomadic characteristics and fighting 
spirit, and undergo the erosion of their ‘asabiyyah: that is, their sense of 
solidarity with the ruling elite that they helped bring to power. It is only 
when this happens that the cycle can continue, with the ruling dynasty 
giving way to fresh new supplies of pre-sedentary nomads enviously eyeing 
the spoils of the towns. A prerequisite for this to happen is that the earlier 
generation of nomads, now sedentarized, must undergo change until they no 
longer constitute a force to be feared by the pre-sedentary nomads. The 
mechanisms by which this takes place can be understood by knowing how 
pastoral nomads are absorbed into sedentary society via the offices provided 
in the prebendal feudal mode of production and the commodities made 
available by the petty commodity mode of production. I end this chapter 


with a quotation from Matthee on the relevance of Ibn Khaldin to Iranian 
history: 


The trajectory of the Safavid state in some ways exemplifies Ibn 
Khaldiin’s famous paradigm about the flux and reflux of premodern 
Middle Eastern states. It does so better than the Ottoman Empire in the 
shortness of its life span and the abruptness of its collapse, and more 
closely than the Mughal state in the religious inspiration that fueled its 
rise and the sloth that hastened its fall — from the charismatic warrior 
Shah Isma‘il I to the feeble, palace-bound Shah Sultan Husayn, from the 
Qizilbash fighters who helped the former conquer a land and turn it into 
a state in the name of a millenarian faith, to a sedentary court elite 
which, preferring the cushions of the palace to the rigors of the saddle, 
gave up on war and exposed the country to attack by a new cohort of 
vigorous tribesmen. The decline and fall of the Safavids may be seen as 
the natural fate of a regime precariously ruling over hardscrabble lands, 
one case in a long sequence stretching from the Archaemenids to the 
Qajars. A feeble entity that, like all premodern states, hardly inspired 
any inherent loyalty and that faced greater obstacles to control than 
most, the Safavid state was held together as much by inertia as by 
design. Its longevity thus is more remarkable than its sudden demise 1s 
puzzling, and only the association of the Safavid polity with Twelver 
Shi‘ism, the overlapping religious and territorial boundaries it produced, 
and its (questionable) status as the first Iranian nation-state, sets it apart 
from all other Iran’s dynastic regimes until the twentieth century. !*+ 


Matthee’s endorsement of the Khaldiinian model is encouraging, but also 
somewhat puzzling in that he does not seem to read Safavid history in 
Persia in Crisis from a Khaldtnian vantage point. A Khaldtinian reading 
would have suggested that the Safavid decline and eclipse was in the nature 
of things and inevitable, and that their defeat “at the hand of a rag-tag bunch 
of tribesmen’’!*> was not something surprising. 


8 A Khaldinian perspective on modern 
Arab states 


Saudi Arabia and Syria 


One of the most challenging aspects of the development of Khaldinian 
sociology lies in the area of application to the modern state. Here there is 
the realization that not only does the use of Ibn Khaldtin extend beyond 
claiming that he is a precursor of the modern social sciences or that his 
works are applicable to the study of the rise and fall of pre-modern states, 
but that his framework also provides an alternative to contemporary modern 
state theories. 

Here it is important to note that although various perspectives on the 
modern state have been discussed with reference to Arab states, there have 
been hardly any attempts to bring Ibn Khaldiin into these discussions. The 
more established theories and concepts that have been used to discuss the 


Arab state include the following:! 


1 The constitutional law school, with its stress on the “moral 
personality” of the state, sovereignty and public interest. 

2 The Gramscian view of the hegemony of the state, with its emphasis 
on the ideological domination of the state rather than coercion. 

3. The theory of the relative autonomy of the state, with its stress on the 
mediating role of the state between the landowning class, indigenous 
capital and metropolitan capital. 

4 The derivation theory of the state, based on the classical Marxist view 
of the state as the executive that manages the affairs of the bourgeoisie. 

5 The theory of the bureaucratic-authoritarian state, which links 
economic strategies adopted by the state with changing political 


coalitions such as populism, corporatism and _ bureaucratic- 
authoritarianism. 


In this chapter I provide a critical assessment of the relevance of Ibn 
Khaldtn to the study of the modern state. I consider the application of Ibn 
Khaldtin to two cases of state formation and decline in the modern world: 
those of Saudi Arabia and Syria. This topic has become all the more 
relevant in view of the phenomenon of the “Arab Spring’, no doubt an 
unfinished project that has yielded much data for those interested in 
scenario development and analysis. 


The rise of the Wahhabi state 


While the Ottoman Empire exerted authority over the Hijaz and eastern 
Arabia, it was not able to do so in the interior of the Arabian peninsula, in 
the region known as Najd. As a result, the towns and oases there were ruled 
by their own amirs and the tribal population remained independent and 
autonomous.” The key actors in the eventual rise of the Saudi state, 
Muhammad ibn Sa‘td and Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (1703-92), 
formed an alliance that has endured to this day. 

The Al Sa‘iid, a sedentary clan of the Banti Wa’il, founded the small 
settlement of Dir‘tyyah. Muhammad ibn Sa‘ud (d. 1765) himself was a 
chieftain, landowner and broker. Because of an apparent lack of tribal 
origins and the absence of any great economic surplus, the Al Sa‘tid’s 
authority was limited to Dir‘iyyah. Their role in the Arabian peninsula, 
however, was to expand greatly as a result of the alliance between the Al 
Sa‘ud and the founder of the al-Muwahidtin movement, Muhammad ibn 
‘Abd al-Wahhab, a member of the Bani Tamim, a sedentary tribe spread 
across several oases in Najd. After having pursued a religious education in 
Medina, Basra and Hasa, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab returned to his native village 
of ‘Uyaynah and began preaching his ideas.* 

Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab and his followers referred to themselves 
as the Muwahidin or the Ahl al-Tawhid: the Unitarians or the People of 
Unity.’ Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab saw himself as returning the Arabs to the true 
monotheistic teachings of Islam. In his time, the veneration not only of 
saints but also of trees and other objects was common. These were all 
manifestations of unbelief (kufr) and polytheism (shirk), and Ibn ‘Abd al- 


Wahhab saw his role as rooting out these practices by emphasizing the unity 
of God and returning the people to the true beliefs and practices of Islam. 

He enforced rules and punishments considered excessive by the people of 
‘Uyaynah. These included the public stoning to death of women accused of 
adultery. He was eventually expelled and went to Dir‘iyyah, where he was 
enthusiastically received by Muhammad ibn Sa‘iid.? By 1744, Ibn ‘Abd al- 
Wahhab, allied with Muhammad ibn Sa‘ud, undertook preaching, raids and 
the demolition of shrines and tombstones. These activities led to the 
founding of the first Wahhabi emirate in central Arabia. This gradually 
expanded beyond Dir‘iyyah to encompass Riyadh, al-Kharj and Qasim 
under the leadership of the son of Muhammad ibn Sa‘ud, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz 
(1765-1803), and Mecca and Medina under Sa‘tid ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz 
(1803-14).° 

While the fighting forces at their disposal derived from the quasi-tribal 
confederation of both nomadic and sedentary elements of the population, 
united by Wahhabi utopian ideas, the overall dependence was on the 
townsmen for a fighting force. At a political level, the Wahhabi movement 
took the form of opposition to the ruling Ottoman Empire which defeated it 
in 1818.’ 

The Khaldinian nature of the Saudi—Wahhabi alliance as a politico- 
religious phenomenon drawing upon the nomadic or badawi population 
began to emerge with the appearance of the Ikhwan. Up until the first 
decade of the twentieth century, the founder of the kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman Al Sa‘iid (1880-1953), known 
usually as Ibn Sa‘tid, relied mainly on townsmen to make up his army. 
Although the townspeople who had supported him continued to remain 
loyal to him, Ibn Sa‘id realized that he could not rely on them for his 
operations that began to take place further and further away from Riyadh. 
They were unable to leave their fields and homes to go to war in distant 
areas. What Ibn Sa‘tid needed was the mobility, loyalty and bravery of the 
bedouin.® Adding to his problem was rebellion from within his own family. 
He therefore turned to the tribesmen for military support.? From among 
various tribal confederations of Arabia, Ibn Sa‘tid founded a tribal military 
force known collectively as the Ikhwan, which between 1917 and 1930 
played a crucial role in the military and political events of the sultanate of 


Najd, what was later to become Saudi Arabia.!° 


The Ikhwan was a movement that emerged in Najd and consisted of 
several nomadic tribes that were encouraged to become sedentarized by 
incentives provided by Ibn Sa‘iid such as money, seed and equipment. They 
lived in various settlements or hijrahs, located near wells or in oases, and 
engaged in agriculture. The major tribes of the Ikhwan included the Mutayr, 
‘Utaybah, Harb and Shammar.!! Like the nomadic tribes of the 
Mugqaddimah, the various tribes that made up the Ikhwan were bound 
together by Islam as well as kinship. As far as Islam was concerned, what 
united the various tribesmen that made up the Ikhwan was a trans-tribal 
ideology founded on an understanding of Islam via the Hanbalite school as 
preached by Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab.!* At the same time, they 
constituted groups of mutual aid that rallied around each other to provide 
moral as well as material assistance.!? The Ikhwan can be defined as those 
nomadic tribesmen who gave up their nomadic way of life, migrated 
(hajara) to settlements (hijrah), as the Prophet Muhammad did from Mecca 
to Medina, and adopted a strictly Islamic way of life. In these hujar (sing. 
hijrah) they were trained by a special team of instructors called the 
mutawwa ‘ah.'* The physical migration symbolized leaving behind unbelief 
and moving to the realm of Islam.!> In fact, the Ikhwan were zealots who 
considered those who did not follow their teachings and interpretation of 
Islam as polytheists and committed acts of atrocity against them. !° 

The Ikhwan provided the military support that Ibn Sa‘tid needed to 
conquer that part of the Arabian peninsula that was to become Saudi 
Arabia, which included Mecca, Medina and Jeddah by the end of 1924. 
However, once this vast area was under his control, Ibn Sa‘tid was faced 
with the difficult task of governing it in the midst of declining Ikhwan 
allegiance. The Ikhwan were against the modernization efforts of Ibn Sa‘ud 
and in 1927 began a rebellion; this that was put down in 1930 with the help 
of men from the Najdi oases and the British.'’ The assistance rendered by 
the British was considerable, for they wished to maintain close relations 
with Ibn Sa‘ud. Although oil had not yet been discovered in the Najd 
region, Ibn Sa‘iid’s friendship was important to the British as his territory 
was located near the rich oil fields of Persia and Iraq, which were under 
British control.!® Ibn Sa‘tid did not proceed to destroy the Ikhwan, however. 
Instead, he forgave them and gave them a share and vested interests in the 


regime.!? In other words, ultimately it was contestation rather than war that 
neutralized the Ikhwan.7? 

The history of the rise and consolidation of the Saudi state, and the role 
of the Ikhwan in it, can be restated in Khaldinian terms. As we have seen in 
previous chapters, according to Ibn Khaldin, strong ‘asabiyyah or group 
feeling is a necessary requirement for a group to found a house with the 
attribute of nobility (sharaf), which may then found a dynasty. The 
superiority of a leader derives from his coming from the group with the 
strongest ‘asabiyyah. The formula 1s that leadership (a/-ri’Gsah) is derived 
from superiority (al-ghulub), which in turn is derived from group feeling.*! 
Furthermore, “each individual group feeling that becomes aware of the 
superiority of the group feeling of the leader is ready to obey and follow 
(that leader)”.?? But: 


if an individual tribe has different “houses” and many diverse group 
feelings, still, there must exist a group feeling that is stronger than all 
the other group feelings combined, that is superior to them all and 
makes them subservient, and in which all the diverse group feelings 
coalesce, as it were, to become one greater group feeling.”> 


The Ikhwan consisted of many houses and diverse group feelings. Their 
coalescence, or i/tiham, was brought about by Wahhabi ideology. //tiham is 
a form of hegemony that integrates the larger group around the ideology of 
the ruling ‘asabiyyah.”* It is through the instrumentality of an ‘asabiyyah 
buttressed by Wahhabi teachings that Ibn Sa‘tid was able to unite the tribes 
under the Ikhwan. According to the Khalditinian model, once the dynasty 
was established and its members assumed the various positions of the ruling 
class, the conditions for the decline in ‘asabiyyah are in place. As noted 
earlier in this book, there are at least two general ways in which this takes 
place. One is where the second generation of tribesmen who founded the 
dynasty experience a change 


from the desert attitude to sedentary culture, from privation to luxury, 
from a state in which everybody shared in the glory to one in which one 
man claims all the glory for himself while the others are too lazy to 


strive for (glory), and from proud superiority to humble subservience. 
Thus, the vigour of group feeling is broken to some extent. 


By the third generation ‘asabivyah disappears completely.”> 

Another distinct way in which ‘asabiyyah declines is when the “ruler 
gains complete control over his people, claims royal authority all for 
himself, excluding them, and prevents them from trying to have a share in 
it”.2° In other words, when a tribal group establishes a dynasty and its 
authority becomes legitimate, the ruler can dispense with ‘asabiyyah. The 
ascendant ruler then rules with the help of not his own people but rather that 
of other tribal groups who have become his clients. The ruler attempts to 
exclude the supporting tribe from power. Under these circumstances, the 
ability of a tribal chieftain to maintain ‘asabiyyah is diminished. 

When we speak of diminishing ‘asabiyyah, then, we refer to the 
circumstances under which a chieftain is no longer able to command tribal 
support, that is: (1) by appealing to kinship and/or other ties; (2) due to the 
corrosion in social cohesion that results from either luxurious urban life or 
from attempts by the ruler to dispense with ‘asabiyyah. 

The decline in ‘asabiyyah took place in Saudi Arabia via the second 
mode. Ibn Sa‘tid claimed authority for himself and was faced with a 
rebellious Ikhwan. The very tribal groups that aided the cause of Saudi state 
formation became threats to the state and had to be marginalized. Their 
‘asabiyyah had to be dispensed with. This Ibn Sa‘id did by enlisting the 
support of the Najdi oases settlers and the British.*’ The ‘asabiyyah of the 
Ikhwan was further diminished when Ibn Sa‘id gave them political and 
administrative positions in the regime. 

There are virtually no works that have attempted to explain the rise of the 
Saudi state in Khaldiinian terms. Exceptions are the Spanish philosopher, 
Ortega y Gasset, who claimed that the development of that state followed 
the letter of the historical laws of Ibn Khaldiin, and Ghassan Salame, who 
produced a Khaldiinian account of the rise of the Saudi state.”° 

We now turn to a Khaldtinian account in relation to the question of the 
fall of the Saudi state. Relevant to this discussion is the work of Peter 
Turchin.?? Turchin uses a reconstructed version of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of 
the state in order to gauge the possibility of state collapse in Saudi Arabia. 
Following Goldstone, he calls this reformulation the demographic-structural 
theory. Writing about northern Eurasia in the seventeenth century, 


Goldstone’s theory discusses population growth in large agrarian states that 
outstripped productivity gains and resulted in poverty, price inflation and 
other problems. Rulers attempted to compensate for this by expanding 
taxation. This was resisted by elites and the masses alike. Elites, in 
particular, who vied for positions formed rival networks of patronage, while 
rural poverty led to the migration of rural artisans to the towns where they 
joined urban workers in riots and protests against the state. The 
combination of elite fragmentation, mass protests and fiscal crisis led to the 
breakdown of the state.°” 

In Turchin’s synthesis between Ibn Khaldiin and Goldstone, the emphasis 
is on the role of luxury in the decline of the state. In the early stages of the 
dynasty, economic prosperity results in population growth and an increase 
in spending and luxury. As the taste for luxury increases, there are greater 
demands from state and military officials for higher pay. In order to meet 
this demand, the state raises taxes and confiscates property. At some point, 
elites find ways to channel tax revenues to themselves. When the incomes 
of the elite are no longer sufficient for them to maintain expenditure levels 
and lifestyle, they abandon the state. At the same time poverty, political 
unrest and other economic problems leave the dynasty vulnerable to 
conquest.*! The elite that are being referred to are the grandchildren of the 
original beneficiaries of the flow of oil wealth since 1946. The development 
of Saudi Arabia as an oil-rich state since 1946, the modernization 
programme instituted by King Faysal since 1958, and the rise of a new, 
Western-educated middle class of bureaucrats, professionals and 
businessmen, have all helped to define the commitments of the current 
elite.° 

Although not discussed by Turchin in his reformulation of the 
Khaldinian model, the role of ‘asabiyyah is crucial. The decline in 
‘asabiyyah between the ruler and the conquering tribal elite also 
contributes, because of the marginalization of the latter by the former, to 
state collapse. In fact, the decline in ‘asabiyyah is due to the inability of 
state policies to satisfy the consumption needs of the elite. Turchin 
formalizes the theory with a mathematical version of the Khaldiinian 
model.*? 

Turchin’s findings are that the Saudi state is on the track postulated by 
the demographic-structural theory that the connection between the price of 
oil and total revenues is such that a boom and bust cycle can be observed in 


the three decades following 1970. The impact on the material interests of 
the elites can be gauged from facts such as more intensive competition for 
higher level jobs and higher unemployment rates for university graduates.*4 
Going by a simple mathematical model that does not take into account 
various sources of uncertainty, bankruptcy of the state was predicted to 
happen in 2014. In view of the complex nature of the real world, however, 
such a forecast cannot be made. But, such empirical testing as attempted by 
Turchin can enable us to distinguish between predictions of rival theories 
by looking at the actual trajectory of the Saudi state and economy (that is, 
as it happened, rather than as it is forecasted to happen). Turchin discusses 
the “IMF theory” as an alternative to the demographic-structural theory; by 
this Turchin means a model that adopts a market oriented economic 
approach and a democratic political system. A policy of reform, if 
implemented successfully, would increase revenues and enable the Saudi 
state to avoid or postpone state collapse to the extent that it would allow the 
elites to maintain their positions and lifestyles.» 

Both the Khaldtinian and IMF alternatives are based on the assumptions 
of endogenous development.*° In the real world, however, the Saudi state 
exists in the context of regional powers, the United States as a superpower 
and external forces. These external forces may, as Turchin put it, “spoil the 
experiment’. Potential scenarios mentioned by him include United States 
military intervention in Saudi Arabia and a Shi‘i revolt in Saudi Arabia. 
This refers to the exogenous alternative. The logic of the experiment is as 
follows. The endogenous models — that is, the demographic-structural 
theory and the IMF alternative — can predict the endogenous development 
of the Saudi political economy. The test is predicated on the exogenous 
intervention not happening. If the external environment allows the 
endogenous development to take its course, then the experiment can be 
done and it would be possible to adjudicate between the demographic 
structural theory and the IMF alternative. However, if the exogenous 
variable were to intervene, the experiment would be spoiled and it would 
not be possible to test for the Khaldiinian and IMF theories.*’ 

What are the possible outcomes? If Saudi Arabia is allowed to develop 
without the intervention of external forces, either the Ibn Khaldin inspired 
demographic structural theory or the IMF alternative would be proven right. 
But if we assume, as Turchin does, that there will be some degree of 
exogenous intervention, what is more likely to happen is a mixed scenario — 


there would be some economic reforms undertaken by King Abdullah; there 
would be modest economic growth; some decrease in state subsidies would 
be palatable to the public, etc. — and these may be able to head off a fiscal 
and political collapse. Turchin makes a compelling case for the need for an 
explicit model that would make such questions answerable.*® 

It is interesting to note that the latter-day al-Muwahhiditn state did not 
suffer the fate of its twelfth century predecessor in Morocco, and even 
became a global phenomenon in terms of its ideological reach. This was 
due in a large part to the historical accident of Saudi Arabia having vast oil 
reserves. It is the presence of oil above all that enabled the Saudis to 
dispense with tribal military power: that is, to avoid the fate of the 
Khaldtinian cycle and to push for the global spread of Wahhabi ideas in a 
way that may not have been possible had they not had access to such 
wealth. The Saudis were able to do this because they found alternative 
bases of state strength that allowed them to dispense with tribal support. 
These alternatives were British support, oil and integration into the world 
economy. 

With regard to the application of Khaldinian theory to the question of the 
survival of the Saudi state, if the demographic-structural theory proves to be 
correct and the Saudi state does collapse due to fiscal and then political 
crisis, this collapse would actually not be due to the dynamics of state 
formation described in the Khaldtinian model. First, it would not be because 
of incoming tribes with their ‘asabiyyahs intact, ready to move in and prop 
up a new dynasty. Second, there is no new house that may vie for royal 
authority. Ibn Khaldiin’s theory explains the rise of the Saudi state, but it 
does not explain its decline, for the Saudis, like the Ottomans, were able to 
break the Khaldiinian cycle. While this does not make them immune to 
collapse, it would be a non-Khaldinian collapse. 


Alawite ‘asabiyyah and the future of Syria 


Syria, more than other Arab states, has been the focus of some scholars 
interested in applying a Khaldiinian framework. My account in this section 
draws upon their works and assesses the relevance of the Khaldiinian model 
to the Syrian case.°? 

With reference to the Syria of the 1970s, Michaud describes the state in 
terms of the relations of primary and secondary ‘asabiyyah. Power is held 


by the minority Alawite community. At the head of the state is President 
Hafiz al-Asad. Down the hierarchy are family members of the president 
such as his brother, Rifaat, but also others who occupy the highest positions 
in the intelligence services (mukhabardat), army, air force and interior 
ministry. Power is constituted not just by membership in the Alawite 
community but by clientele, alliances and blood ties (nasab), the key to 
‘asabiyyah. Michaud notes that according to Ibn Khaldin, ‘asabiyyah does 
not exclude hierarchy but, as a result of the integration of several 
‘asabiyyah, implies it.4° The significance of blood ties explains why a 
commandant may have greater power than a general in the Syrian army. 

Following his coming to power in 1970, Hafiz al-Asad strove to exert 
greater control over the Alawite community. He had some of the chiefs of 
the secondary ‘asabiyyah eliminated for maintaining too close extra- 
community relations with the Sunnis of Damascus. This suggests that the 
Khaldtnian scheme of a dominant ‘asabiyyah of tribal origin persists in the 
city. 

Legitimation is provided through its preaching of Arab progressivism. 
The Syrian Ba‘thist state, unable to rely on a long tradition of centralized 
power or on a traditional system of allegiance, had to justify its existence by 
claiming to defend the honour of the Arab nation in the face of Zionism and 
imperialist aggression.*7 

The state abandoned the civil facade of its relations with society, what 
Ibn Khaldin referred to as sivdsi (politics that leads to the adoption of laws 
for the common interest), in favour of primitive power (mulk tabi‘7) — that 
is, power through simple violence.** 

While Michaud’s article amounts to little more than a description of the 
Syrian state and the nature of political power there, it has to be admitted 
that this is an advance in the development of Khaldtinian sociology, or what 
Carré calls neo-Khaldinian sociology,** because it is an attempt to apply 
Khaldtinian concepts. A more successful attempt in this regard is to be 
found in Carré’s work, in which he develops a typology of the exercise of 
power. This is based on three major divisions in Ibn Khaldtin’s thought on 
the state: ideal versus rational systems, internal versus external repression, 
and the interests of the governed versus the interests of the government.* 
In the resulting typology, there are six possible forms of the exercise of 
power.*° 


1 Rational power with external oppression, functioning in the interests of 
the public. Repression is externally applied through enforcement of 
norms and codes, with the basis of solidarity being tribal. Examples 
are the types of Ba‘th regimes advocated by Syria and Iraq under 
Saddam Hussein. 

2 Rational power with external repression, functioning in the interests of 
the government. Examples are the same Ba‘thist regimes as in (1) 
above, this time not as advocated by their leaders but as actually 
existing systems that act to preserve their power by leveraging on 
tribal agnatic ties. 

3 Rational power with external repression inspired religiously, that 
functions in theory in the interests of the governed and is founded on 
the solidarity that is partly tribal, partly professional in the urban 
milieu. Examples are Nasserism and the Muslim Brotherhood. 

4 Rational power with external repression inspired religiously, but 
functioning to advance the interests of the governing group and 
dependent on military solidarity. An example is the Nasserist regime in 
actuality. 

5 The ideal power of the utopian city, with internal control and 
repression founded on faith in the virtue of social egalitarianism but 
also on legal repression in the context of military solidarity and a 
flourishing urban milieu. An example is South Yemen. 

6 The ideal power of the Medinan community around the Prophet 
Muhammad, founded on purely internal control. 


What Carré has done here is reflect on Khaldtinian concepts such as 
‘asabiyyah, as well as Ibn Khaldiin’s distinctions between the ideal and 
rational, internal and external, and the interests of the governed and those of 
the government, in the light of the realities of contemporary Middle Eastern 
politics. He develops a typology that has potential applicability to actually 
existing politics. This line of analysis is extended in what follows. 

Michaud discusses what he calls the Khaldtinian triad of ‘asabiyyah, 
da‘wah (call, invitation) and mulk (absolute power) in the context of the 
modern Syrian state.4’ The tightly knit tribal kinship group are the 
Alawites, led by then President Hafiz al-Asad. The Alawite ‘asabiyyah was 
based not only on tribal affiliation of the Alawites but also the religion of 
the Alawite sect and the Ba‘thist ideology superimposed upon that. What 
held the Syrian state together was the ‘asabiyvah of the military 


establishment, which constituted a kinship group. President Hafiz al-Asad 
and several of his blood relations together dominated the power structure of 
the Syrian regime. Asad himself was president as well as commander- 
inchief of the armed forces. His brothers, Rifaat and Jamil al-Asad, were 
commanders of the Saraya al-Difa‘ (Defence Units) and a special unit of the 
Saraya al-Difa‘ respectively. His cousin, ‘Adnan al-Asad, commanded the 
Saraya al-Sira‘ (Struggle Companies). Two nephews of Hafiz al-Asad also 
had important posts in the Saraya al-Difa‘. The task of the Saraya al-Difa‘ 
was to protect the Asad regime, while the special unit of the Saraya al-Difa‘ 
was tasked with protecting the Alawite community.4® That there was a 
special unit to protect the Alawite community, the group representing the 
dominant ‘asabiyyah of the state, is significant. 

The Alawites are a tribe that are divided into four major groups: al- 
Matawirah, al-Haddadin, al-Khayyatin and al-Kalbiyyah. The Asad family 
belongs to the Matawirah group, as did many other leading figures of the 
regime at that time, such as Brigadier Muhammad al-Khawli, adviser to the 
president, Chief of Air Intelligence and Chairman of the Presidential 
Intelligence Committee; Brigadier Ali Dubah, the head of Military 
Intelligence; Brigadier Ali Aslan, the Deputy Chief of Staff and the Chief of 
the Bureau of Military Operations and Training; and Major General Ali 
Salih, Commander of the Air Defence Forces and the Missile Corps.*? The 
reliance of the Asad family on the Alawite tribes cannot be overstated. In 
addition to those mentioned above, many other appointments to crucial 
positions in the military service were made that indicate the extent of this 
reliance. 

As a minority branch of the Shi‘1 schools of thought, the Alawites were 
marginalized for centuries, working the land under exploitative conditions 
for Christian and Sunni landowners.*° The question is, of course, how was 
it possible for a group that had been on the social and political margins for 
centuries, that constitutes less than one-eighth of the population of the 
country, rise to form a state in the modern period? According to Batatu, the 
question resolves itself into the issue of understanding what made it 
possible for the Alawites to rise to control the military.>! 

One important factor was the economic position of the Alawites. In 
Syria, men could avoid military service by making a payment known as the 
badal or financial substitute. The badal amounted to 500 Syrian pounds in 
the 1950s but was progressively raised to US$3,000 in the 1970s. Even 


when the badal was as low as 500 or 600 pounds, many Alawite peasants 
were unable to come up with the money. They were therefore 
disproportionately represented among the rank and file draftees of the 
military.°* What needs explanation, however, is why the Alawites came to 
control the officer corps of the armed forces. Batatu notes that the Alawites 
were a homogeneous group, being mainly of peasant origins and of the 
Ba‘thist ideological orientation. Sunni officers, on the other hand, were 
divided along class, ideological and regional lines. 


Sunni officers were hopelessly divided in political, regional and class 
terms. Thus, the Sunni officers were clearly differentiated into urban 
and rural offi- cers. Among the urbanites the most active and the most 
politically distinguishable were the Damascenes and the Hamawis, 
among the country officers the groups of Dayr al-Zur and the Hawran. 
The Damascenes were in part Nasirites but identified themselves mostly 
with the Secessionists, who represented a maze of discordant elements, 
ranging from groups with roots in the affluent landed, commercial and 
industrialist parts of society, to Muslim Brethren, socialists and 
independent leftists from the middle and lower middle classes. The 
Hamawis largely sympathized with socialist-minded Akram Hurani and 
partly with the old elite. Some of the officers from Dayr al-Ztr and the 
Hawran were Nasirites, but most threw in their lot with the Ba‘ath 
Party.>° 


In-fighting and multiple alliances among the Sunnis led to purges within the 
officer corps and eventually a decrease in their numbers and importance.*4 
In addition, the fact that the Alawites dominated the Ba‘thist section of the 
military>> added to their influence. This domination came about because the 
Alawite officers formed the core of the Ba‘th Secret Military Committee 
which was established in Cairo in 1959. This committee attracted dissident 
Syrian officers and was to play a prominent role in the military coup of 
March 1963 that brought the Ba‘th party to power.°° Batatu makes an 
important point that the Alawite officers did not always consciously act as 
Alawites, and there were other dimensions of their identity such as their 
being of rural peasant background. Nevertheless, their control of the Ba‘th 
Military Section meant that they were able to oversee admission into the 
military academies and determine the commands of military units. Alawites 


were in the officer corps as a group with a particular tribal and sectarian 
identity, unlike the Sunnis who were there more as individuals rather than 
as a group.”/ 

During the first generation of the Asad dynasty, Alawite ‘asabiyyah was 
founded not just on tribal affiliation, sectarian identity and the Ba‘th 
ideology, but also on the hope for social and material improvements in their 
lives. President Hafiz al-Asad’s rural development programmes, involving 
the building of roads and supply of water and electricity, greatly benefited 
the Alawites, who were predominantly rural.°° They also supported Hafiz 
al-Asad against the Muslim Brotherhood, who branded the Alawites as 
infidels (kuffar).°° 

During the second generation of the Asad dynasty, we see more 
Khaldinian dynamics at play. As we have seen in the case of the Ottoman 
and Safavid Empires, and as noted by Ibn Khaldiin in the Mugaddimah, the 
second generation of rulers of a dynasty attempt to distance themselves 
from their own people, from the very group with whose aid they rose to 
power. This is because the rulers consider members of this group as 
potential usurpers of power. For their part, the Alawites imagined that Hafiz 
al-Asad’s son, Bashar al-Asad, would continue the policies of his father, 
and they would continue to experience improvements in their social and 
economic lives. In fact, however, the regime did regard certain elements 
among the Alawites as potential usurpers. An indication of this was the 
mysterious death of the Minister of the Interior, and Alawite patron, Ghazi 
Kanaan.°! Economic reforms put in place by Bashar al-Asad, such as 
privatization and the encouragement of foreign investment, have served to 
marginalize the Alawites who were employed in the state bureaucracy.°” In 
reality, the reforms instituted by Bashar al-Asad not only ran counter to the 
interests of the Alawites in general, but also enriched those close to the 
president through the “corporatization of corruption’”.®* The beneficiaries of 
corruption were the close family members of the president, including his 
brother Mahir al-Asad, his sister Bushra al-Asad and her husband Asif 
Shawkat, and the cousins of the president from the Makhluf and Shalish 
families. 

The alienation of the Alawites in Syria has taken a toll on Alawite 
‘asabiyyah. The source of solidarity with the rulers has eroded. Many 
Alawites no longer see the Asad dynasty as representing them.®°° In the 


classical Khaldtinian model, the rulers start to rely on clients instead of their 
own people. This has proved to be the case during the second generation of 
the Asad dynasty, when the regime began to rely on outside forces such as 
Iran, Hizballah, Hamas and other groups, instead of the Alawites.°° But 
there is an interesting contradiction here. There seems to have been an 
increase in support among the Alawites in recent times for the Asad regime, 
when it was thought that the regime was in danger. Goldsmith refers to this 
as the fortification of Alawite ‘asabiyyah.°’ In contrast, I am inclined to 
read this as an increase in support for the Asad regime for instrumental 
reasons, due to the Alawite sectarian insecurity cited by Goldsmith. This 
insecurity was particularly felt after the Alawites began to be marginalized 
after Bashar al-Asad came to power. Furthermore, the Alawites also feared 
revenge against their community should the Asad regime fall. For example, 
they feared retaliation against them as a result of their having taken up arms 
as troops in the Syrian army on the side of Hafiz al-Asad against the 
Muslim Brotherhood in the massacre of Hama in 1982 in which thousands 
were killed.®° It is the fear of retaliation rather than genuine solidarity or 
‘asabiyyah that accounts for continuing Alawite support for the Asad 
dynasty. 

According to the Khaldtnian model, during the next two to three 
generations the regime would collapse due to declining ‘asabiyyah and the 
consequential loss of Alawite support in the military as well as in society in 
general. During this time, the clients that the regime had come to rely on 
would continue to support the regime to the extent that the rewards that 
accrued to them were forthcoming. The clients, however, would not be as 
cohesive as the group that shared in the lineage, ‘asabiyyah and ideology of 
the regime. 

What are the possibilities for Syria? What is likely to be the outcome of 
the current uprising? One possibility is that the regime will survive if it can 
successfully bring about economic and political reforms and win over the 
Sunni majority. In this case the regime may experience a _ natural 
Khaldtnian lifespan of four to five generations, or even break the 
Khaldtnian cycle to last longer than that, if there are exogenous forces great 
enough to allow for this. The extent to which the regime can survive 
depends greatly on whether the tensions between the Sunni majority and 
Alawite minority can be managed by the regime.°? Another possibility is 
that the Alawites will withdraw their support for the regime, the Asad 


dynasty will collapse and the state will be taken over by the Sunni majority. 
This will spell an end to the Khaldtnian cycle, which would be broken 
because no new kinship-based groups with alternative ‘asabiyyah are 
available to found a new dynasty and take over the state. Yet another 
possibility is that the Asad regime will fall but the state will continue to be 
in hands of the Alawites, through clients of the Asad family. 

As we saw in Chapter 2, Ibn Khaldiin discussed three types of 
relationships that constitute ‘asabiyyah: blood ties (silat al-rahim), 
clientship (wala’), and alliance (hilf).’° While ‘asabiyyah based on blood 
ties may have been more important for Hafiz and Bashar al-Asad, it may be 
‘asabiyyah based on clientship and alliance that become dominant in a post- 
Asad Alawite state. This is a realistic scenario in view of the fact that the 
Alawites still dominate the Syrian economy. For example, it was reported in 
the Financial Times that Rami Makhluf, a maternal first cousin of Bashar 
al-Asad, controls up to 60 per cent of the Syrian economy through a web of 
holding companies’! and has a significant presence in the finance, 
telecommunications and oil sectors as well as in the media, tourism, 
restaurants, real estate and duty free shops.’ 

The way that the opposing trends — the ruling group alienating the 
Alawites versus enriching a circle of family members and clients — resolve 
themselves will determine how far ‘asabiyyah and, therefore, the social 
cohesion and survival of the ruling group remains intact. 


9 Towards a Khaldinian sociology of 
the state 


The dangerous state 


What we understand as the state in the modern sense — that is, as a political 
association through which the power of various groups is exercised — is 
captured in the classical Islamic tradition by the term dawlah. The term 
“state”, as understood in modern political science and sociology,! owes its 
birth in large part to Machiavelli’s “stato”.* This corresponds somewhat to 
the Arabic dawlah. The dawlah for Ibn Khaldtin, however, referred both to 
what we understand as state and to “dynasty”. In Ibn Khaldiin’s world the 
only kind of political association that he knew was the dynasty. The ideal 
state in the Islamic tradition was founded upon what Ibn Khaldin called 
caliphate authority. 

We referred in Chapter 2 to the distinction Ibn Khaldtn made between 
caliphate authority (Ahilafah) and kingship as an important sociological 
contribution. Caliphate authority referred to the ability of the ruler to get the 
masses to act in a manner that was harmonious with religious law. In this 
sense, the caliph was a substitute for the Prophet Muhammad in terms of his 
temporal role.* 

Kingship, on the other hand, refers to authority that is founded on a non- 
religious rationalization of power. There are two types of kingship: mulk 
siydsi, or royal authority, and mulk tabi7, or unbridled kingship.* Royal 
authority is kingship that results in behaviour that is guided by rational 
insight and functions to maximize worldly interests.? Under royal authority 
life is not regulated in an arbitrary manner according to the whimsicalities 
of the ruler.° Royal authority is founded on the legitimacy of the ruler and is 
buttressed by a strong ‘asabiyyah. With the disintegration of ‘asabiyyah, 


however, the element of kinship is replaced by alliance and clientship, and 
royal authority is replaced by mulk tabi7 or unbridled kingship. Under such 
authority, life is regulated by the purpose and desires of the rulers.’ 

For Ibn Khalditin, caliphate authority was historically brief in its 
appearance, and unlikely to emerge after the period of the rightly guided 
caliphs or the khulafa’ al-rdshidiin. The greater part of the history of 
rulership was characterized by injustice. “Government decisions are as a 
rule unjust, because pure justice is found only in the legal caliphate that 
lasted only a short while. Muhammad said: ‘The caliphate after me will last 
thirty years; then, it will revert to being tyrannical royal authority”. This 
injustice is to be understood in a more general sense than as the confiscation 
of property and money. It includes measures undertaken by the state that do 
not conform to Islamic law, such as forced labour, the imposition of duties 
and the collection of unjustified taxes. 


Injustice should not be understood to imply only the confiscation of 
money or other property from the owners, without compensation and 
without cause. It 1s commonly understood in that way, but it is 
something more general than that. Whoever takes someone’s property, 
or uses him for forced labor, or presses an unjustified claim against him, 
or imposes upon him a duty not required by the religious law, does an 
injustice to that particular person. People who collect unjustified taxes 
commit an injustice. Those who infringe upon property (rights) commit 
an injustice. Those who take away property commit an injustice. Those 
who deny people their rights commit an injustice. Those who, in 
general, take property by force, commit an injustice. It is the dynasty 
that suffers from all these acts, in as much as civilization, which is the 


substance of the dynasty, is ruined when people have lost all incentive.” 


Writing more than 500 years later, Ortega, whose views on Ibn Khaldiin we 
assessed earlier, put forward the idea, in a chapter entitled “The Greatest 
Danger, the State”, that state intervention is “the greatest danger that 
threatens civilization”.!? At the end of the eighteenth century the state was a 
very small affair and weak in terms of its ability to manage public order and 
tend to the administration of the land. However, the disproportion between 
state and social power was developed by the nineteenth century, when the 
state became a formidable machine and the threat to civilization became 


state intervention, the enslavement of society, and the bureaucratization of 
human existence.'! With the creation of a new type of man, the industrial 
worker, an increase in criminality in Europe led to the rise of the 
strengthening of public authority. Ortega warned: 


But it 1s foolish for the party of “law and order” to imagine that these 

“forces of public authority” created to preserve order are always going 

to be content to preserve the order that the party desires. Inevitably they 

will end by themselves defining and deciding on the order they are 

going to impose — which, naturally, will be that which suits them best. !? 
Dangerous states founded on mulk tabi7 type authority are empirically 
exaggerated in the historical cases of fascism and communism, but can also 
be found in capitalist postcolonial states of both democratic and 
authoritarian varieties. 

In political sociology and political science there is a tendency to be 
obsessed with the question of the legitimacy of the state in a way that 
overrides consideration of the dangers posed by the state due to the 
presence of criminal elements. Even Marxist and neo-Marxist theories of 
the state operate on the assumption of the legitimacy, and more importantly 
the legality, of the state. 

When it comes to criminality, the focus is generally on crimes against the 
state, including white-collar abuses and corruption. Crimes committed by 
government agencies and personnel that victimize thousands, even millions, 
of citizens often go unreported, their perpetrators are not prosecuted, and 
they remain unresearched. 

The extent to which the state is not dangerous depends to some degree on 
how the distinction between the public and the private is put into practice. 
In both classical Islam and medieval Europe there was the notion of the 
higher good of the people (ummah, patria), as opposed to private interests. 
In Islam, this had come across very clearly in the hadith (sayings) of the 
Prophet as well as those of Sayyidina ‘Ali ibn abi Talib regarding the 
impropriety of receiving gifts in return for official duties performed and 
nepotism.!> In Cicero, the higher good of the patria superseded private 


interests and those based on familial bonds.!* It is quite obvious to most 
that the private/public distinction is an ideal that is far from realized in 
much of the Third World, as is indicated by the prevalence of patronage, 


cronyism, presidential families, royal capitalists and rent-seeking. A theory 
of the postcolonial state, therefore, is as much a criminology as it is a 
political sociology of the state. This is because political independence from 
colonial rule had set the stage for kleptocracy as a result of the sudden 
acquisition of political power, the rapid growth of bureaucracy and the 
opening up of opportunities for corruption in the context of the international 
division of labour. 

In Ibn Khaldiin’s world, he only knew of the eternal cycle of the rise and 
fall of dynasties. Strictly speaking, he was not aware of historical cases of 
great empires that had avoided the cyclical development. Gellner made an 
interesting point when he said that Ibn Khaldtin’s ignorance about other 
types of societies, other than those conceptualized in the Mugaddimah, was 
a mark of his genius. The works of Western classical theorists such as Max 
Weber could ask questions about the specifi city of the West because they 
were able to compare it with other societies. Ibn Khaldiin, on the other 
hand, was able to provide a theoretical account of one type of society, 
without the benefit of a comparative perspective.!> Probably for this reason, 
and also because he dealt with the nomadic origins of states, his theory was 
seen to be of limited application, the limits being defined by ecology and 
period. We have seen that few works have systematically applied the 
Khaldtinian framework, whether to geographies and times closer to his own 
or to the modern state. 


Applying Ibn Khaldin 

That Ibn Khaldtin was the founder of sociology has been recognized by 
certain prominent sociologists since the nineteenth century.'° Becker and 
Barnes, in their 1938 classic and important history of sociology entitled 
Social Thought from Lore to Science, discuss the ideas of Ibn Khaldtin over 
several pages and recognize him as the first to apply modern-like ideas in 
historical sociology. !’ 

Nevertheless, such recognition is reflected neither in the contemporary 
teaching of sociology in universities and colleges throughout the world, nor 
in the writing of the history of sociology. The idea of developing 
Khaldtinian concepts, combining them with those of modern sociology and 
applying the resultant theoretical approaches to a variety of empirical and 


historical fields outside his own, remains marginal. This book is an exercise 
in such application. 

However original Ibn Khaldiin may have been, he did write seven 
centuries ago, and many theoretical and empirical developments have taken 
place in the social sciences, particularly during the last 200 years. 
Therefore, the formulation of a modern Khaldinian sociology requires 
assimilating to his theory concepts and theories of the modern social 
sciences. But few have been interested in undertaking this task. It would 
require going beyond merely comparing some concepts in Ibn Khaldin’s 
works with those of modern social sciences. Systematic attempts are needed 
to integrate his theory into the approaches of the modern social sciences. 
Examples of such attempts have been provided in preceding chapters. This 
then raises the question as to what Khaldinian sociology is. 

Khaldtnian sociology is a historical sociology of state formation. It is 
applicable to a wide range of societies, including North Africa, West and 
Central Asia, Northern India, China, and the American West: that is, 
societies for which kin-based solidary groups were important in state 
formation. A Khaldinian approach, however, would have to assimilate 
concepts and theories from modern sociology and the other social sciences. 
For example, Ibn Khalditin’s theory provides a means of understanding the 
dynamics of many pre-modern states. Ibn Khaldiin’s account of the rise and 
decline of dynasties is decidedly sociological in the sense that he speaks of 
social groups such as tribes and the state or ruling dynasty, and relations 
between them. The central concept of ‘asabiyyah is also sociological as it 
refers to a type of social cohesion founded on the knowledge of common 
kinship or descent. But Ibn Khaldtin’s explanation of the mechanisms 
according to which ‘asabiyyah declines and the ruling dynasty is deprived 
of the source of its power, is offered without any reference to the mode of 
organization of economic life. His theory lacks a concept of the economic 
system. What I have attempted in this book is to provide an economic basis 
for Ibn Khalditin’s theory of state formation by integrating into his theory a 
modes of production framework. 

Many of the societies that Ibn Khalditin’s theory can be applied to were 
characterized by the coexistence of four modes of production: pastoral 
nomadic, Asiatic, prebendal feudal and petty commodity. While the 
Khaldtnian model lacks a concept of the economy, existing modes of 
production approaches would gain from viewing the relationship between 


modes of production and the dynamics of the system in terms of Ibn 
Khaldtin’s theory of state formation. The same type of theoretical 
integration can be considered for Weber and Ibn Khaldtin, Durkheim and 
Ibn Khaldin, and others. 

Some historical cases can also be used to merge Khaldtinian and world- 
systems theory. According to this approach, the historical development of, 
say, the Safavid state can be viewed in terms of the notion of a core— 
periphery hierarchy.'® The dynamics of state formation and decline 
elaborated in the Khaldiinian modes of production framework can also be 
restated in terms of historical timeframes of what Turchin calls the Ibn 
Khaldiin cycle.!? According to Turchin and Hall, this is a secular wave 
“that tends to affect societies with elites drawn from adjacent nomadic 
groups” and which operates on a timescale of about four generations or a 
century.?° They discuss four Chinggisid dynasties that fit the Khaldtnian 
theory of the cyclical rise and fall of states: the Yuan dynasty in China, the 
Jagataids in Turkestan, the IIkhanids in Iran, and the Juchids in the Kipchak 
Steppe. All these dynasties went through the typical Khaldtinian cycle of 
about 100 years. 

The originality that the Khaldtnian approach brings to this is the focus 
on the unit of analysis that encompasses the set of social relations that are 
central to the rise of nomadic origin states: that is, those of nomadic and 
sedentary societies. This transcends the usual association of civilizations 
with settled peoples organized around states with fixed boundaries.7! 

Previous studies that have applied the Khaldiinian model have not 
systematically attempted to integrate other models into the Khaldtinian 
approach. For example, a study by Khatibi presents the Khaldiinian as one 
among three models, the other two being Marxist and segmentary models. 
But he implies that they are theoretically incompatible, owing to the 
distinctive logics upon which they are founded — respectively, the 
Aristotelian, the dialectical and the Kantian.** While that may be the case at 
the meta level of analysis, at the theoretical and empirical levels it is 
certainly possible to bring in new concepts, such as the mode of production, 
to Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of state formation and attempt an explanation of the 
very same phenomena that he dealt with, but with the added approaches 
provided by newly introduced concepts. 


Here I wish to point out the sense in which the applications undertaken in 
this book are theoretical. The integration of aspects of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory 
into a modes of production framework is not merely at the substantive level, 
where certain historical facts arising from the application of Ibn Khaldtin’s 
theory are combined with other historical facts arising from the application 
of the concept of modes of production, with a resulting picture of the past. 
Although this level of integration is itself important, because it highlights 
the explanatory value of Ibn Khalditin’s theory and his relevance to more 
modern theories, there is also a theoretical level at which this integration 
can be appreciated. 

The object of the field of theoretical history is the “bridging of the gap 
that divides the cautiously objective technique employed to ascertain the 
isolated facts of history, and the arbitrarily subjective method by which 
these facts are assembled into a picture of the past’”.*’ As such, the territory 
of theoretical history has a number of provinces, two of which are: (1) the 
study of the pattern and rhythm of history, and (2) the study of driving 
forces in history.** It is these two concerns of theoretical history that have 
been brought together in the integration that I have attempted. It can be said 
that Ibn Khaldtin’s work was a study of the pattern and rhythm of history, 
while the modes of production framework emphasizes the modes of 
production in the study of the driving forces of history. The period that I 
selected for study — the sixteenth to early seventeenth centuries — was one in 
which the Ottoman and Safavid modes of production reached their classic 
expressions, the period before they began to experience fundamental 
changes in their economic systems as a result of gradual incorporation into 
the expanding European world economy. Thus, Ibn Khaldiin’s theory, which 
established a pattern and rhythm in history, was applied to Ottoman and 
Safavid political economy, conceptualized in terms of modes of production. 
A few points can be made regarding this exercise in application. 

First of all, although Ibn Khaldtin’s work was exclusively about pre- 
modern states, this is not to say that it has no bearing upon the study of 
modern state formation, as I have tried to show in the discussion on the 
cases of the Saudi and Syrian states. 

Second, Ibn Khaldin’s theory of state formation is at one and the same 
time a theory of religious reform. It is a macro theory of religious reform 
that is informed by certain ideas not found in modern theories of religious 
reform. As discussed in Chapter 5, these include the idea that religious 


reform takes place within the context of the emergence of a new ruling 
group and the realignment of loyalties; that it functions as an overarching 
‘asabiyyah that transcends tribalism and other loyalties; that it is founded 
on groups characterized by simpler modes of making a living; that religious 
reform is the outcome of conflict between two religious types, these 
differences based on the degree of institutionalization; and that there is a 
positive correlation between religious zeal and religion-based solidarity. 
What the macro approach suggests is that the religious experience can be 
understood beyond its individual and psychological manifestations as a 
sociological phenomenon, to the extent that it is a function of a type of 
solidarity, known to Ibn Khalditin as ‘asabiyyah. 

Third, it is necessary here to state how the application of Ibn Khalditin in 
this book can be claimed to be theoretical application as opposed to a mere 
rephrasing of the known and available data in Khaldtinian terms. A 
theoretical application of a particular perspective should either suggest the 
need for new data or lead us to a new way of organizing the data such that it 
yields an alternative construction of a social phenomenon. The Khaldtinian 
explanation attempted in this book furnishes both types of applications. The 
study of Muslim reform is an example of the first type, in which our 
attention is drawn to the macro dimensions of religious reform. This is also 
true of the application of the Khaldtnian framework to the Syrian state, 
which suggested the need to examine, for example, indicators of ‘asabiyyah 
in the Alawite community. On the other hand, the application of the 
Khaldtinian framework to the rise and decline of the Ottoman and Safavid 
states are examples of the second type of application. Here, the Khaldtinian 
application “transcends” the same historical facts that were discussed in 
existing explanations by explaining those facts in terms of a different set of 
underlying concepts and ideas. In fact, the existing explanations discussed 
in the chapters on Ottoman and Safavid history were generally 
observational rather than theoretical statements that universally generalized 
the facts. The Khaldtnian application, on the other hand, generally 
“transcends” the facts (or khabar in Ibn Khaldin’s terminology) by 
explaining them in terms of an underlying, causal and theoretical scheme 
made up of notions such as ‘asabiyyah or the contradiction between 
nomadic and sedentary ways of life. 

Finally, an obvious question concerns Ibn Khaldiin’s own application of 
his theory of state formation in his history, the Kitab al-‘Ibar. As noted by 


Talbi, Ibn Khaldin has been accused of not fulfilling promises made in the 
Mugqaddimah in the Kitab al-‘Tbar. Talbi’s defence of Ibn Khaldin, that this 
is obvious but that it could not have been otherwise as no one person could 
alone write a universal history according to the framework established by 
the Mugaddimah, is inadequate and misses the mark.*° The Kitab al- ‘Ibar, 
far from being uninfluenced by the Muqaddimah, is in fact arranged in a 
way that is determined by it. Ibn Khaldin says of the entire work: 


In (this book) I lifted the veil from conditions as they arise in the 
various generations. I arranged it in an orderly way in chapters dealing 
with historical facts and reflections. In it I showed how and why 
dynasties and civilization originate. I based the work on the history of 
the two races that constitute the population of the Maghrib at this time 
and people its various regions and cities, and on that of their ruling 
houses, both long- and short-lived, including the rulers and allies they 
had in the past. These two races are the Arabs and the Berbers. They are 
the two races known to have resided in the Maghrib for such a long time 
that one can hardly imagine they ever lived elsewhere, for its 
inhabitants know no other human races. 

I corrected the contents of the work carefully and presented it to the 
judgment of scholars and the elite. I followed an unusual method of 
arrangement and division into chapters. From the various possibilities, I 
chose a remarkable and original method. In the work, I commented on 
civilization, on urbanization, and on the essential characteristics of 
human social organization, in a way that explains to the reader how and 
why things are as they are, and shows him how the men who constituted 
a dynasty first came upon the historical scene. As a result, he will wash 
his hands of any blind trust in tradition. He will become aware of the 
conditions of periods and races that were before his time and that will 
be after it.7° 


Ibn Khalditin also says that on the surface, “history is no more than 
information about political events, dynasties, and occurrences of the remote 
past, elegantly presented and spiced with proverbs’.?’ This is history at the 
level of appearances (zahir). This is to be distinguished from the inner 
meaning (bdatin) of history, which 1s arrived at through “speculation and an 


attempt to get at the truth, subtle explanations of the causes and origins of 
existing things, and deep knowledge of the how and why of events”.7® 

If we imposed a modern social scientific standard on Ibn Khalditn, then it 
could be said that he did not apply the theoretical framework that he 
developed in the Mugaddimah to the historical facts reported in the rest of 
the Kitab al-‘Ibar. In the field of historical sociology or theoretical history 
the facts of the past are reconstructed according to a specific scheme that 
may be defined by particular theoretical traditions, such as Marxism or 
Weberian sociology. Such works aspire to be more than mere chronological 
enumerations of facts. Rather, the facts would be reconstructed in such a 
manner that a particular view of history would be expressed, a specific 
epistemology applied, definite concepts deployed and facts selectively 
arranged so as to answer a particular set of questions or deal with a 
problem. If this is what characterizes the science history, then it could be 
said that Ibn Khaldtin failed to put into practice what he outlined in the 
Mugqaddimah. If, on the other hand, we were to assess Ibn Khaldiin in terms 
of the objectives he set for himself — that is, speculation (nazar) and inquiry 
(tahgiq) regarding the underlying causes of existing things*? — we would 
then reach a different verdict. 

As Ibn Khaldiin himself stated, he structured the Kitab al- ‘Ibar according 
to the scheme developed in the Mugaddimah. The Muqaddimah discusses 
the basic premises (mugaddimat) for the study of history and the theoretical 
framework that establishes the central concepts used in the study. The 
Muqaddimah as a whole discusses the underlying structure (bdtin) of 
history while the rest of the Kitab al-‘Ibar supplies the historical facts 
(akhbar) that represent the surface phenomena (zahir) of history, from 
which the scheme elaborated in the Mugaddimah was extracted.°° 

In this sense, the “application” of the theory set out in the Mugaddimah 
to the facts of history was fulfilled. For example, details regarding the 
founder of the Almohad movement, Ibn Ttmart, a member of the 
Masmidah, a Berber tribe of the Atlas Mountains, are provided in the Kitab 
al- ‘Ibar.*' More importantly, the chapters of the Kitab al-‘Ibar are arranged 
in such a manner as to impose the explanatory scheme developed in the 
Mugqaddimah. Among the dynasties of North Africa that Ibn Khaldin 
discusses are the Almoravids (al-Murabitiin) (AD 1053-1147), Almohads 
(al-Muwahhidtn) (1147-1275) and Marinids (1213-1524), each of which 
were founded with the support of Berber tribes: the Sanhajah for the 


Almoravids, the Masmiidah for the Almohads, and the Zanatah for the 
Marinids. The history of the rise and decline of these dynasties conforms to 
the model given by Ibn Khaldutn. In the Kitab al-‘Ibar the facts of these 
dynasties are discussed in chronological order, one after the other, detailing 
the rulers, their successors, the alliances they entered into and the support 
they received and lost.3* The explanatory scheme is only apparent if one 
reads the Mugaddimah. Without reading the Muqgaddimah, the facts 
reported in the rest of the Kitab al-‘Ibar appear to be just that: a collection 
of reports about rulers and events. 

The exercise in the application of Ibn Khaldin in this book has 
implications for Khaldtnian theory in two basic ways. First, the 
applications undertaken above provide alternative explanations of social 
phenomena in the sense that they suggest new ways of organizing known 
data as well as new questions to ask about the facts of history and society. 
On the other hand, there is also an impact in the other direction, that is, on 
Khaldinian theory. The events and conditions of history and society to 
which Khaldinian theory is being applied help to further develop and refine 
the theory. For example, conceptualizing Ottoman and Safavid economies 
in terms of prebendalism shows the mechanisms by which nomadic 
tribesmen become sedentarized and socialized into the lifestyle of the 
‘umran hadari. 


Non-Eurocentric readings and applications of Ibn Khaldftn 


In Chapter 3, I argued that it was the Eurocentric orientation that was at 
least partly responsible for the neglect of Ibn Khaldtin as a source of 
modern theory in the social sciences. The project of applying Ibn Khaldiin 
can also be seen as one of developing non-Eurocentric readings of Ibn 
Khaldin. Here, I would like to make a few remarks on this project. 

First of all, the above account or selective survey of non-Eurocentric 
applications of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of state formation was intended to 
demonstrate how the contributions of a social thinker may be approached, 
not just as an object of study in which his theories and concepts are 
repeatedly described or in which his work is looked upon as a source of 
historical data, but as a source of theory that is potentially applicable to 
historical and contemporary phenomena. The point regarding Ibn Khaldiin 
was made years ago by a small number of Arab scholars, such as Lilia ben 


Salem who proposed a Khaldiinian theory of the Maghribine state.** I have 
suggested that Eurocentrism, which maintains the subject—object dichotomy 
and therefore perpetuates the dominance of European categories and 
concepts in the social sciences, is at least partly responsible for the lack of 
interest in Ibn Khaldtin as a knowing subject, as a source of theories and 
concepts that may be utilized to interpret and construct realities. The 
examples of non-Eurocentric readings and applications of Ibn Khalditn that 
I have presented above do not exhaust the list. Nevertheless, the list 1s not 
very long, considering that Ibn Khaldtin’s works have been known for 600 
years.°4 

Second, such a project should be undertaken not for the purpose of 
replacing European categories and concepts with Arab and Muslim ones but 
with the intention of enriching the social sciences by making available a 
greater variety of ideas and perspectives. The idea is not to replace one 
ethnocentrism with another. As Djeghloul puts it, being true to Ibn Khaldtin 
is to explain why and how things are as they are in the world that we live 
in,*> and it is in this spirit that we must make his ideas available to us. 

Third, it should be noted that a non-Eurocentric reading of Ibn Khaldin 
is not to be equated with a non-European reading. The examples from 
Chapter 8 show that there are non-Eurocentric readings of Ibn Khaldtn 
undertaken in European languages by Europeans. The Eurocentric/non- 
Eurocentric divide does not correspond to the European/non-European 
divide. In fact, the bulk of work in Arabic, Persian and Turkish on Ibn 
Khaldtn are descriptive writings on his theory, comparative studies 
between Ibn Khaldin and the modern sociologists that are often designed to 
prove that Ibn Khaldiin was the founder of the discipline, and discussions of 
the epistemological and methodological foundations of his work. It would 
not be an exaggeration to say that there is a dearth of non-Eurocentric 
readings of Ibn Khalditn in those languages, if by non-Eurocentric is meant 
the presentation of Ibn Khaldiin as a knowing subject, a source of theories 
and concepts with applicability to historical and contemporary realities. I 
note, for example, that many Persian-language works on Ibn Khaldin fail to 
discuss the possible relevance of Ibn Khaldin to the study of Iranian history 
and society.*° 

It should be stressed that the politics of knowledge does not simply 
determine the hegemony of certain paradigms in the social sciences within 
the Western tradition, but affects the elision of other civilizational 


discourses, and that this elision is noted despite the fact that Ibn Khaldutn 1s 
often referred to in the literature. The problem is not the omission of 
references to Ibn Khaldiin but the lack of consideration of Ibn Khaldutn in a 
non-Eurocentric manner, that is, as a knowing subject and as a founder of 
concepts and categories for the social sciences. To a great extent, 
Eurocentrism remains a dominant orientation because of the nature of the 
sociology curriculum. 


Ibn Khaldin in the sociology curriculum 


While Ibn Khaldtin began to be taken seriously by European scholars in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this interest did not continue 
among scholars who were not in Middle Eastern or Islamic studies. This 
was possibly due to the consolidation of the sociological canon after World 
War Two. It was really then that the notion of what constituted classical 
sociology developed, particularly in the United States. Marx, Weber and 
Durkheim were identified as integral to classical sociology according to the 


canonical view of the field.*” It is this view of the discipline that “generates 


distorted pictures of the history of sociology, and of the scope and value of 


sociology”.°® The narrower scope defined by the canonical view left out 


non-Western progenitors and contributors to social thought and theory. 

A more multicultural approach to the teaching of sociology is therefore in 
order. Multiculturalism — that is, the celebration of cultural variety and 
diversity — is juxtaposed to Eurocentrism. While Eurocentrism in the social 
sciences has long been identified and criticized in the literature, the 
attention that it has received in research and writing is not paralleled in 
teaching in the social sciences. The topic of Eurocentrism is often raised in 
social science and humanities courses in universities throughout the world, 
but the discussions are generally confined to courses on the Third World or 
on postcolonial topics. Basic or foundational courses, such as introductory 
courses to social theory, are rarely informed by concerns raised by the 
critique of Eurocentrism. For example, courses on sociological theory 
generally do not attempt to correct the Eurocentric bias by introducing non- 
Western thinkers or by critiquing Eurocentric elements in the works of 
European theorists such as Marx, Weber and Durkheim. Using the example 
of Ibn Khaldtn, I have shown how Eurocentrism and the resulting 
marginalization of non-Western ideas in the history and teaching of 


sociology obstruct the emergence of a more multicultural social theory and 
suggest what conditions must be fulfilled in order that multiculturalism in 
the teaching of the social sciences can be realized. 

Multiculturalism, or the celebration of cultural variety and diversity in 
the social sciences, would require that at least three themes inform social 
science education. These themes are intercivilizational encounters, the 
multicultural origins of modernity, and the variety of points of view. If these 
themes are applied to teaching in the social sciences it would lead to a more 
multicultural approach in teaching in the following ways. First, the focus on 
intercivilizational encounters in the teaching of the history of the social 
sciences would reveal the extent to which European and American scholars 
have borrowed ideas from non-Western sources. Second, stressing the 
multicultural origins of modernity, or modern social science as an aspect of 
modernity, would serve to highlight the non-Western sources of and 
contributions to modern thought. Third, taking seriously the idea of 
varieties of points of view in the teaching of the social sciences would mean 
being open to the possibility of theories and concepts of non-Western 
origins. 

Having understood multiculturalism in the social sciences in this way, I 
suggest that a serious obstacle to the inculcation of the multicultural 
imagination among our students and the generations after us is the 
Eurocentric nature of education in much of Asia and Africa. This is because 
Eurocentrism defines the content of education in such a way that 
intercivilizational encounters, the origins of modernity and the question of 
points of view are not thematized. It is this lack of thematization that does 
not allow for the implantation and cultivation of a broader approach and 
perspective that is characterized by multiculturalism. 

Many sociology course syllabi do not facilitate the development of a 
multicultural social science, resulting in the neglect or marginalization of 
non-Western thinkers and ideas. In this book, I have discussed a specific 
case of such marginalization, that of Ibn Khaldin. How can this 
marginalization be addressed? One way is to bring in a multicultural 
sensibility in the teaching of the social sciences. This is a central feature of 
several courses I teach at the National University of Singapore, including 
one entitled “Social Thought and Social Theory” that I co-taught for many 
years with my colleague Vineeta Sinha. This is a compulsory final year 
module for sociology majors at the university that covers classical 


sociological theory. After having taught the course the conventional way for 
a couple of semesters, we decided to make some radical changes to the 
syllabi. The conventional classical sociological theory course typically 
features Comte, Marx, Weber, Durkheim, de Tocqueville and other white 
males of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. We put into practice 
an alternative way of teaching classical sociological theory. Our experience 
and findings were reported in the journal Teaching Sociology.*? The 
revamping of the course syllabus to take these themes into account corrects 
the Eurocentric bias in social science teaching by bringing into focus non- 
Western thinkers and ideas in a way that can facilitate the instilling of a 
more multicultural outlook in the social science community: an outlook 
informed by concern with intercivilizational encounters, the multicultural 
origins of modernity, and the variety of points of view. 

While we retained the focus on Marx, Weber and Durkheim, we brought 
to the foreground those topics pertaining to non-European societies that are 
generally ignored or given little attention in the conventional versions of the 
course. For example, more attention was devoted to Marx’s Asiatic mode of 
production, his and Engels’ writings on India and Algeria, and Weber’s 
writings on Islam, Hinduism, Confucianism and Taoism. 

Also, we attempted to eliminate the subject-object dichotomy by 
bringing in non-Europeans as well as women as subjects — that is, as 
theorists and social thinkers. These include Ibn Khaldtin, Jose Rizal, 
Rammohun Roy, Benoy Kumar Sarkar and Harriet Martineau. In the future 
we intend to introduce Chinese and Japanese thinkers. Doing this, of 
course, requires our redefining classical sociological theory. 

Furthermore, the course stresses the multicultural origins of sociological 
theory. Given that a sociology of sorts was being done outside of Europe in 
premodern as well as modern times, a case for the multicultural origins for 
sociology can be made. This would require a redefinition of classical 
sociology. Sociology has been defined as the “product of modernity, born of 
the great intellectual and social upheavals that destroyed the medieval 
European world”.*? What is often not realized is that the same intellectual 
and social upheavals that destroyed the European medieval world also 
destroyed the pre-capitalist political economies of other parts of the world, 
and that these transformations resulted in bodies of sociological literature 
attempting to make sense of such changes, urging for reform or revolution, 
and charting a new social order. The same forces that caused the decline of 


feudalism and the rise of capitalism in Europe were behind the colonization 
and social transformation of the rest of the world. It is in this context that 
we may view the emergence of thinkers like Roy, Rizal and Sarkar. The 
vast majority of sociologists, however, tend to have a more parochial view 
of the history and origins of sociology. 

Finally, we raised the question of alternative categories and concepts with 
the aim of enriching and universalizing the social sciences. There is a 
variety of points of view, in this case, of theoretical perspectives that have 
multicultural origins. Ibn Khalditin’s work, for example, contains concepts 
and theoretical explanations that emerge from his own period and cultural 
setting and suggest interesting ways in which they can be applied to the 
study of social phenomena both within and outside his own time and milieu. 
A case in point would be the use of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of state formation 
to explain the rise and decline of the Safavid and Ottoman states. A variety 
of theoretical perspectives derived from the works of Marx and Weber have 
been applied to the study of these histories. Why should an obvious 
candidate like Ibn Khaldiin be excluded? 

The various changes we made to our course on classical sociological 
theory, described above, are meant to prompt us to ask ourselves why some 
founders of sociology are not taught in textbooks and classrooms. It is not 
simply a question of setting the record straight, which is itself very 
important, but also one of opening ourselves up to other sources of 
knowledge. 

Talbi, Lawrence and others say that Ibn Khaldiin had no successor in the 
Muslim world and that he was discovered in Europe. He was a product of 
Orientalism.*! This is true only to an extent. As discussed in Chapter 4, Ibn 
Khaldtn did have intellectual followers, including al-Azraq al-Andalusi and 
al-Maqrizi. What is true, however, is that no Khaldinian school of social 
historical thought developed. But Lawrence’s view that Ibn Khaldiin cannot 
be assessed apart from Orientalist interest in him is an overstatement.’ This 
book has tried to show that Ibn Khaldtin can, and indeed should, be 
assessed apart from the Orientalist interest evoked by him, moving from 
pre-modern readings of Ibn Khaldtin to modern applications of Khaldinian 
theory to history and the contemporary state. 


10 Bibliographic remarks and further 
reading 


This chapter discusses a selection of the literature on Ibn Khaldtn, which 1s 
indeed vast. Countless works have been published on Ibn Khaldiin in the 
modern period, particularly from the nineteenth century onwards. This 
chapter lists and discusses only the ones I consider to be helpful to those 
who wish to acquaint themselves with Ibn Khalditin studies and who wish to 
develop a more social scientific approach to Ibn Khaldiin. The selection of 
works on Ibn Khaldiin here has two purposes. One is to orient the reader to 
the various types of works on Ibn Khaldtin. The other is to introduce the 
reader to the few works that attempt applications of the Khaldinian model 
to empirical cases. The discussion that follows covers a number of 


categories of works pertaining to Ibn Khaldiin studies.! These are: 


Ibn Khaldtin’s works in the Arabic and in translation; 

Biographies; 

Works on Ibn Khalditin as a forerunner of social sciences; 

Comparative studies between Ibn Khaldiin and seminal Western 
thinkers; 

Reviews and descriptions of the ideas contained in the Mugaddimah; 
Discussions of Ibn Khaldtin’s methodology; 

Analysis and critique of Ibn Khaldin’s theory; 

Applications of Ibn Khaldtin’s theoretical framework. 
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Ibn Khaldiin’s works in the Arabic and in translation 


The great number of published editions of the Muqaddimah makes it 
difficult for students and researchers to decide which ones to adopt in their 
work. Adding to the problem is the fact that many contain errors and are 
incomplete. Among the few complete and edited versions that have been 
published, the best is that by ‘Abd al-Salam al-Shaddadi (Abdesselam 
Cheddadi). Cheddadi’s edition of five volumes presents the Arabic text in a 
readable form. The Mugaddimah is printed in three of the volumes, with 
numerous footnotes providing citations of works that Ibn Khalditn refers to 
and explaining technical terms. The other two volumes are appendices 
dealing with manuscripts found in Great Britain and the Netherlands. A 
work on the manuscripts of the Mugaddimah that is worthwhile consulting 
is Nathaniel Schmidt’s 1926 publication, “The Manuscripts of Ibn 
Khaldun”. 

The Muqaddimah was first translated in a European language by William 
MacGuckin de Slane in 1862-68. Charles Issawi’s abridged English 
translation, under the title An Arab Philosophy of History, appeared in 
1950. Issawi’s edition is useful as a quick introduction to the Mugaddimah 
as it is organized according to a number of themes, such as method, 
geography, economics, public finance, religion and politics. The standard 
reference, as far as an English translation goes, however, is Franz 
Rosenthal’s The Mugaddimah: An Introduction to History, in three 
volumes. Rosenthal’s translation first appeared in 1958, and is useful for 
researchers as it includes a valuable discussion in the translator’s 
introduction on Ibn Khaldiin’s life, some remarks on various aspects of the 
Mugqaddimah and some details of the history of the text of the Mugaddimah. 
For those not wishing to plough through all three volumes of Rosenthal’s 
translation, with their numerous footnotes providing explanations of 
technical terms and citations of works referred to by Ibn Khaldiin, there is 
the abridged and edited version of Rosenthal’s translation by N. J. Dawood. 
An excellent French translation of the Mugaddimah was undertaken by 
Vincent Monteil and appeared as Discours sur l’histoire universelle in 
1967-68. A very useful feature of Monteil’s translation, in comparison to 
that of Rosenthal, is that it frequently provides the original Arabic technical 
terms in parenthesis. 

No complete translation of the Kitab al-‘Ibar is available in any 
language. De Slane’s French translation, Histoire des Berbéres et des 
dynasties musulmanes de |’Afrique septentrionale, deals with the parts of 


the Kitab al-‘Ibar that cover the history of the Arabs and Berbers, and 
comprises four volumes. There is also an English translation of the section 
of the Kitab al-‘Ibar on the dynasties of Yemen by Henry Cassels Kay 
(Yaman, its early medieval history by Najm ad-Din Omarah Al-Hakami. 
Also the abridged history of its dynasties by Ibn Khaldun). Of greater value 
are French translations of extracts of the Kitab al-‘Ibar undertaken by 
Abdesselam Cheddadi covering aspects of the Maghrib and Mashriq, 
appearing in two volumes.” For those interested in the problems of 
translation and transmission of ideas in the context of Orientalism, an 
article that would be of interest is Abdelmajid Hannoum’s “Translation and 
the Colonial Imaginary: Ibn Khaldin Orientalist’, which discusses the 
extent to which the translation, Histoire des Berbéres, is the production of a 
new text. 


Biographies 

The best source on Ibn Khaldtin’s life is his autobiography. An excellent 
edition with beautiful illustrations and a French translation appearing on 
opposite pages has been published by Cheddadi (Ibn Khaldoun, 
Autobiographie). An early biography of Ibn Khalditin was penned by Ibn al- 
Khatib and can be found in his al-lhdtah fi Akhbar Gharnatah (A 
Comprehensive History of Granada). Among the few modern biographies 
of Ibn Khaldin, it is the one by the Egyptian scholar Muhammad Abdullah 
Enan (Muhammad ‘Abdallah ‘Inan) that is most well known and has been 
published in both the Arabic original and English translation. The first 
biography of Ibn Khaldiin to be published in the West appeared in the 
Bibliotheque Orientale of d’Herbelot in Paris in 1697. Mention must also 
be made of Walter Fischel’s writings on Ibn Khaldiin’s Egyptian period 
(Fischel, [bn Khaldiin in Egypt; Ibn Khaldiun and Tamerlane). More 
recently, there appeared the historical novel, The Polymath, written by 
Bensalem Himmich. 


Works on Ibn Khaldin as a forerunner of the social sciences 


Apart from biographies, there are numerous works that provide overviews 
of the Mugaddimah. Many of these works seek to present Ibn Khaldiin as 
the precursor of the various disciplines of the social sciences. Indeed, two 


generations of scholars across the Muslim and Western worlds have written 
books and articles on him as the founder of one social science or another. 
This is symptomatic of what Rosenthal refers to as the forerunner syndrome 
— that is, the tendency to view Ibn Khaldiin as a forerunner of later, usually 
modern intellectual developments.* Sometimes, the desire to find in Ibn 
Khaldtn a forerunner of disciplines in the modern social sciences runs the 
risk of interpreting the Mugaddimah out of context and anachronistically 
attributing to it modern meanings that distort the intent of the author. 
Among some of the earlier works that present Ibn Khaldin as a forerunner 
are ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ‘Izzat’s thesis of 1932, Ibn Khaldun et sa science sociale, 
supervised by Fauconnier and Rene Maunier in France;* a well-known 
piece by ‘Ali ‘Abd al-Wahid Wafi on him as the founder of sociology, “Ibn 
Khaldin, Awwal Mu’assis”; Astre on Ibn Khaldiin as a precursor of 
sociology, “Un precurseur de la sociologie”’; Conyers on him as the father 
of sociology, “Ibn Khaldun: The Father of Sociology?”; and an article by 
Syed Hussein Alatas, the Malaysian sociologist who considered Ibn 
Khaldtn to have established the principles of modern sociology, 
“Objectivity and the Writing of History”. 

As noted by some, such as Roussillon and Abaza, writing on Ibn 
Khaldiin became something of a rite of passage in the field of sociology.> 
Other works in this category include the following articles: Dhaouadi, “Ibn 
Khaldun: The Founding Father of Eastern Sociology”; Qadir, “The Social 
and Political Ideas of Ibn Khaldtin”; Ben Salem, “Ibn Khaldoun, pere de la 
sociologie?”; and Turner, “Sociological Founders and Precursors: The 
Theories of Religion of Emile Durkheim, Fustel de Coulanges and Ibn 
Khaldtn”’. 

Similar claims about Ibn Khaldtin’s forerunner status have also been 
made for the discipline of economics. Of particular interest are articles by 
Spengler (“Economic Thought of Islam: Ibn Khaldun”), Boulakia (“Ibn 
Khaldun: A Fourteenth Century Economist’), Soofi (“Economics of Ibn 
Khaldtin Revisited”) and Oweiss (“Ibn Khaldin, the Father of Economics’’). 


Comparative studies between Ibn Khaldin and seminal 
Western thinkers 


Partly as a result of seeing Ibn Khaldin as a forerunner of many ideas in the 
modern social sciences and also attributing to him, often erroneously, 


modern ideas, there was a drive to compare Ibn Khaldin to the giants of 
Western thought. This is not to say that those who carried out such studies 
had anachronistic interpretations of Ibn Khaldiin or were afflicted by the 
forerunner syndrome. 

The Egyptian sociologist Ahmad Zayid noted that many Arab 
sociologists made comparisons between Ibn Khaldiin and Western scholars 
in order to prove that it was the former who founded sociology.° Western 
scholars also undertook such comparative studies, impressed by what many 
considered to be a lone, towering figure in pre-modern Muslim scholarship. 
While many of these studies are not of high quality and make spurious 
comparisons that are often founded on decontextualized, anachronistic 
readings of Ibn Khaldtin, some deserve attention. In various works Ibn 
Khaldin has been compared to Durkheim, Machiavelli, Comte, Marx and 
Engels, and Thucydides. ’ 


Reviews and descriptions of the ideas in the Mugaddimah 


In view of the vast literature that surveys and describes Ibn Khaldiin’s 
writings on virtually all the topics that are covered by the Muqaddimah, it is 
unnecessary to provide an extensive list here. There are a few works that 
should be mentioned, however, that are useful in terms of providing 
readable introductions to his thoughts. A more recent work that provides an 
excellent account of Ibn Khaldtn’s life and thought is Cheddadi’s Ibn 
Khaldtn: L’>homme et le theoretician de la civilization. Earlier works of 
interest include Alfred von Kremer’s “Ibn Chaldun und _ seine 
Kulturgeschichte der Islamischen Reiche” of 1879.° Enan provides us with 
a good account of Ibn Khalditin’s social thought and how he had been 
received both in his time and by modern scholars (Ibn Khaldin, particularly 
Section Two). Rabi’, in his excellent Political Theory of Ibn Khaldtn, 
undertook a systematic study of Ibn Khaldiin’s political theory. Published in 
1967, it continues to be one of the best treatments of Ibn Khaldiin’s political 
thought. For a short and readable orientation to Ibn Khaldiin, Baali’s Social 
Institutions: Ibn Khalditin’s Social Thought is useful. Also useful is his more 
in-depth study, Society, State, and Urbanism: Ibn Khaldun’s Sociological 
Thought. Heinrich Simon’s Ibn Khaldun’s Science of Human Culture, 
originally published in German as Ibn Khalditins Wissenschaft Vonder 
Menschlichen Kultur in 1959, is also accessible, as is Syed Farid Alatas’ 


Ibn Khaldun. Other works that are worth reading for introductions to Ibn 
Khaldtn include the following articles: Erwin Rosenthal, “Ibn Khaldiin as a 
Political Thinker’; Monteil, “Introduction a la sociologie religieuse d’Ibn 
Khaldun”; Richard Walzer, “Aspects of Islamic Political Thought: AI- 
Farabi and Ibn Khaldiin”; and Hames, “La filiation genealogique (nasab) 
dans la societe d’Ibn Khalditin”’. 

Apart from the above works, encyclopaedic entries are useful as 
orientations to Ibn Khaldtin’s life and thought. The standard reference is 
Talbi’s entry in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. The entry in the Encyclopaedia 
Iranica by Franz Rosenthal is useful in that it assesses Ibn Khaldiin’s views 
on Persia.’ Riaz Hassan provides a sociological account of Ibn Khaldiin in 
his entry on the sociology of Islam in the Encyclopaedia of Sociology.'® 
There is also Yusuf Rahimlt’s entry on Ibn Khaldtin in the Da ’irat al- 
Ma ‘arif-i Buzurg-i Islami, published in Tehran in 1990. 

There are many studies on Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of dynastic succession 
and state formation that cover his ideas on the rise and fall of states, group 
feeling, the city, sedentary and nomadic societies, production relations and 
other subjects. These are too numerous to refer to here but have been cited 
in various chapters in this book. 


Discussions of Ibn Khaldiin’s methodology 


Analytical studies on the epistemological and methodological aspects of Ibn 
Khaldiin’s work are not nearly as numerous as those that describe his theory 
or survey his works. Nevertheless, a few serious studies have appeared. A 
short but useful orientation can be found in George F. Hourani’s “Ibn 
Khaldtin’s Historical Methodology”. Also useful in this respect is Ferial 
Ghazoul’s “The Metaphors of Historiography”, which discusses Ibn 
Khaldiin’s use of tropes and figures.!' An important work focusing on the 
epistemological and methodological issues of the Muqaddimah is Muhsin 
Mahdi’s [bn Khalduns Philosophy of History. Mahdi discusses Ibn 
Khaldtin’s use of dialectics to critique Muslim historiography and his use of 
the method of demonstration derived from Aristotle in order to construct the 
new science of society. Mahdi was critiqued by Al-Wardi, who disagreed 
about the Aristotelian origins of Ibn Khaldiin’s methods.!* Rabi‘ reviewed 
four trends in the study of Ibn Khaldiin’s method.!* These are his alleged 
secular thinking, the unoriginality of his methods, his indebtedness to 


Aristotle and his rootedness in Islamic tradition. Relevant to this discussion 
are Ali Oumlil’s L histoire et son discours and Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri’s 
al- ‘Asabiyyah wa-l-Dawlah (Group Feeling and the State), which deal with 
the historicization of Ibn Khalditin’s discourse. 

Relevant to the debate about Ibn Khaldtin’s method and its origins are 
several papers. An excellent article by Stephen Frederic Dale, “Ibn 
Khaldtin: The Last Greek and the First Annaliste Historian”, discusses the 
meaning of historical explanation and Ibn Khaldin’s roots in Aristotelian 
logic. Nurullah Ardi¢’s “Beyond ‘Science as a Vocation’: Civilisational 
Epistemology in Weber and Ibn Khaldun” looks at the extent to which Ibn 
Khaldtin was influenced by Islamic espistemological ideas. James Winston 
Morris’s discussion in “An Arab Machiavelli? Rhetoric, Philosophy and 
Politics in Ibn Khaldun’s Critique of Sufims” shifts our attention to Ibn 
Khaldiin’s use of rhetoric. Meuleman’s “La causalité dans la Mugaddimah 
d’Ibn Khalditin” centres the discussion of Ibn Khaldtin’s new science around 
the all-important issue of causality. Also of interest are Abu Yaareb al- 
Marzouki’s “Ibn Khaldun’s Epistemological and Axiological Paradoxes” 
and Hans P. van Ditsmarsch’s “Logical Fragments in Ibn Khaldiin’s 
Muqaddimah”. A helpful overview of Ibn Khalditin’s epistemology can be 
found in Zaid Ahmad’s The Epistemology of Ibn Khaldiin. 

A very important contribution to debates on the place of rationality in 
Islam with reference to Ibn Khaldtn was made by the late Moroccan 
scholar Mohammed ‘Abed Al-Jabri (Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri). Writing 
in Arabic and French, one of his themes is the continuity between Ibn Hazm 
and Ibn Rushd as representatives of the beginnings of Arab rationalism, and 
the innovative work of Ibn Khaldiin.'* Other contributions to discussions on 
Ibn Khaldiin’s methodology and epistemology in Arabic are those of ‘Afifi, 
Badawi, al-Marz wai, al-Sa‘ati, Taha and al-Talbi.'° In connection with 
methodology is the issue of sources. This has been discussed in a 
comprehensive manner by Fischel in “Ibn Khaldun’s Use of Jewish and 
Christian Sources” and “Ibn Khaldiin’s Use of Historical Sources”. 


Analysis and critique of Ibn Khaldin’s theory 


Another category of works on Ibn Khalditin goes beyond descriptive 
accounts of his thoughts. Three kinds of critique can be discerned in the 
literature. The first deals with his overall theory or thought on philosophical 


grounds that relate to methodological or theological or other issues. The 
second is the critique of specific concepts, and the third of his biases and 
prejudices. 

Regarding the first, Brett provides a brief but excellent account of the 
main positions in a critique and assessment of Ibn Khaldiin’s thought.!° 
Orientalist H. A. R. Gibb’s view is that belief took precedence over reason 
in Ibn Khaldiin’s thought,!? while Mahdi maintains that Ibn Khaldiin’s 
thought is a product of rationalist philosophical tradition.'® Gibb’s and 
Mahdi’s assessments were based on the dichotomy between faith and 
reason. Al-Azmeh, while not seeing a conflict between faith and reason, 
finds Ibn Khaldiin’s nominalism to be a problem, not allowing for the 
derivation of the particular from the general.!? As a result, he finds the 
promise of the Mugaddimah to reinterpret history not fulfilled in the Kitab 
al-‘Ibar. Then there is the position of Cheddadi, who holds the opposite 
view. He feels that the Kitab al-‘Ibar does deliver on the promise of the 
Mugqaddimah, and that the particular is related to the general in the way that 
the Mugaddimah determines the arrangement of the akhbar or event in the 
Kitab al-‘Ibar.2° For a critique of the idea of “applying” Ibn Khaldin, 
readers should look at Al-Azmeh’s “The Mugaddima and Kitab AI’Ibar: 
Perspectives from a Common Formula”. 

On the analysis and critique of specific concepts in the Mugaddimah, 
several works are important, a few of which are mentioned here. An 
excellent account of Ibn Khaldiin’s thought dealing with various 
methodological and conceptual issues, and also disagreeing with some 
dominant views, is to be found in Cheddadi’s Actualité d’Ibn Khalditn. 
Helmut Ritter’s “Irrational Solidarity Groups: A Socio-Psychological Study 
in Connection with Ibn Khaldiin” carries an extensive study from a socio- 
psychological point of view of Ibn Khalditin’s concept of ‘asabiyyah, while 
Cheddadi’s “Le systéme du pouvoir en Islam dapres Ibn Khaldun” 
discusses his concepts of rank (jah) and royal authority (mulk). A critical 
paper of a more general nature regarding Ibn Khaldiin’s theory is Peter von 
Sivers’ “Back to Nature: The Agrarian Foundations of Society According to 
Ibn Khaldiin”. 


Applications of Ibn Khaldin’s framework 


Systematic applications of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory of the rise and decline of 
states to historical data are few, although some have appeared recently. 
Furthermore, few works have attempted to integrate Ibn Khaldtin’s theory 
of state formation with the theories and concepts of the modern social 
sciences. Attempts at these applications may be divided into three 
categories. The first are works that are guided by Ibn Khaldin in a general 
manner without linking the details of historical or contemporary events to 
specific concepts and ideas in his theory. Examples of such works include 
Ortega’s attempt to understand the history of Melilla in Khaldunian terms 
(“Abenjaldun nos revela el secreto”) and Gellner’s application, in his well- 
known paper “Flux and Reflux in the Faith of Men”, of Ibn Khaldtin’s 
cyclical theory to understand changes in faith over time.?! Also relevant are 
Abdallah Laroui’s L'état dans le monde Arabe contemporain, Gordon N. 
Newby’s “Ibn Khaldun and Frederick Jackson Turner: Islam and the 
Frontier Experience”, the articles by Bruce Lawrence and Warren Fusfeld 
on Islamic reform, which appeared in a special issue of the Journal of Asian 
and African Studies on Ibn Khaldiin in 1983, and Abdelkabir’s Khatibi’s 
“Hierarchies pre-coloniales: les théories”’. 

In the second category are works that are direct applications to specific 
empirical cases. Examples in this category include applications of Ibn 
Khaldutn’s theory to the modern state as well as to historical cases. On the 
modern state, two French scholars have made important contributions to 
such works. Gerard Michaud, in “Caste, confession et société en Syrie: Ibn 
Khaldoun au chevet du ‘Progessisme Arabe’’,, discusses what he calls the 
Khaldtnian triad of %% ‘asabiyyah, da‘wah (call, invitation) and mulk 
(absolute power) in the context of the modern Syrian state. Olivier Carré, in 
two important essays — “Ethique et politique chez Ibn Khaldin, juriste 
musulman: actualité de sa typologie des systemes politique” and “A propos 
de vues néo-Khalduniennes sur quelques systémes politiques Arabes 
actuels” — also critically assesses the relevance of Ibn Khaldiin to the 
understanding of the contemporary Arab state. Gabriel Martinez-Gros’ /bn 
Khalditn et les sept vies de I’Islam is a very important contribution in that it 
assesses the relevance of Ibn Khaldiin’s theory not only to the Arab East 
and West but also to Hellenistic civilization and the Roman Empire. 
Messier critically appraises Ibn Khaldtin’s theory in the light of Almoravid 


history.?? 


The third category consists of works that attempt to integrate the theory 
of Ibn Khaldtin with the modern social sciences. Yves Lacoste, in /bn 
Khaldun: The Birth of History and the Past of the Third World, played an 
important role in suggesting that research apply to Ibn Khaldin with 
modern concepts in mind. As argued in this book, Ibn Khalditin’s theory of 
the dynamics of tribal state formation could be applied to the Ottoman 
Empire and Safavid Iran, combining his idea of cyclical change with the 
concept of modes of production; change in Ottoman and Safavid history can 
be understood in terms of a modes of production framework, while the 
dynamics of this change can be captured by the Khaldinian model.?* Other 
examples of Khaldtinian applications are discussed in my article “The 
Historical Sociology of Muslim Societies: Khaldunian Applications’, as 
well as in this book. 

Such dynamics of the rise and decline of states can also be restated in 
terms of historical timeframes, or what Turchin calls the Ibn Khaldtn 
cycle.** Turchin and Hall define this as a secular wave “that tends to affect 
societies with elites drawn from adjacent nomadic groups” and that operates 
on a timescale of about four generations or a century.*> They apply this to 
the rise and fall of four Chinggisid dynasties. 

While there have been few works that apply Ibn Khaldin to historical 
cases, more such studies are beginning to appear and are necessary attempts 
in the direction of systematic applications of his works. They include 
Stephen Cory’s “Breaking the Khaldunian Cycle? The Rise of Sharifianism 
as the Basis for Political Legitimacy in Early Modern Morocco”, and Diana 
Wylie’s “Decadence? The Khaldunian Cycle in Algeria and South Africa’, 
both of which were published in a special issue of the Journal of North 
African Studies in 2008. 

The lack of applications of Ibn Khaldtin’s theory to historical and 
contemporary empirical cases has partly to do with the fact that a 
Khaldtinian school of historiography or sociology never developed. Some 
insight as to why a Khaldtnian school did not emerge may be derived from 
reading about how Ibn Khaldtin was received in the Muslim world. For this, 
readers are referred to Enan’s [bn Khaldin, which discusses the reception of 
Ibn Khaldin among Egyptian scholars, and Cengiz Tomar’s “Between 
Myth and Reality: Approaches to Ibn Khaldun in the Arab World”, which 
discusses the Khaldtnian legacy before and during the nineteenth century. 
Ahmed Abdesselem discusses the place of Ibn Khaldiin in both the Arab 


world of Ibn Khaldiin’s time as well as among later Orientalists.2° Also 
important is Claude Horrut’s Jbn Khaldin, un islam des <<Lumieres>>, 
which critically discusses Ibn Khaldtin’s reception in the West. 
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